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1.0 There You Ar


SCENE 100-01

NARRATOR: The U.S.S Excelsior, NCC-2000-C.  Last of the great Dominion War dreadnoughts constructed.  First in the hearts and minds of the men and women of Task Force 38.  The Excelsior was once a ship of legends: Grenn, Dhivael, Underwood, R'iku.  From 2375 to 2379, she and her intrepid crew were the first line of defense for the Iconian Gateway that had opened Starfleet’s territory to a hard-won sector of the Delta Quadrant.

Two years ago, short of crew, facing Federation-wide force redistribution, the Excelsior was temporarily mothballed.  One year later, a Borg offensive pushed Starfleet's Delta forces right back through the Gateway to the Alpha Quadrant.  High-ranking veterans of the Excelsior, scattered throughout Starfleet's leadership, saw this and came to a single conclusion:

Two years is far too long.

-Opening Titles-

CORTEZ: Space. The final frontier. These are the voyages of the Starship Excelsior. Her ongoing mission: to explore strange new worlds. To seek out new life, and new civilizations. To boldly go where no one has gone before.

SCENE 100-02

NARRATOR: USS Excelsior Ready Room.  Time: Thirteen hundred hours.

[SFX: Cortez pours a glass of water and takes a sip, leaning back in her seat as she does]

CORTEZ: Captain's Log, Stardate 59932.1.  It has been a long wait in dock.  The way the refit crews are working, I fear we won't launch until Christmas—or even New Year's Eve.  I have no desire to remember 2382 as the year we didn't launch.

Still, with a name like Excelsior, we have to get it right.  It would be a shame if Starfleet decided that placing the first officer from a small ship like the Mercury in command of a ship with this much legacy was a mistake, after all.

Hopefully, as the remainder of our key personnel come aboard and Engineering gets our last critical systems online, we'll get a clearer picture of where we stand.

[SFX: door chime]

CORTEZ: End log. [to the door] Come in.

[SFX: Adow enters]

CORTEZ: Crewman Adow.  Just the person I wanted to see.  How goes the battle?

ADOW: Battle?

CORTEZ: The battle to get everything up and running, Crewman.

ADOW: (hostile) We're done the upgrades and diagnostics; most of my crews now transporting back to the Starbase.

CORTEZ: Windows cleaned, hull polished?

ADOW: (irrationally hostile) That all, sir?

CORTEZ: That's all, Crewman.

[SFX: Cortez stands. Both exit to the Main Bridge. Adow heads for the turbolift; Cortez moves toward her center seat.]

CORTEZ: (sighs)

DOVAN: Something wrong, Captain?

CORTEZ: Don't you hate maintenance crews?

They come aboard a ship, think they're God's gift to engineering, and then take take two months to do routine upgrades.  I'm pretty sure our own engineering teams could have done the work themselves.

DOVAN: (sarcastically) But that's not procedure, Captain.

CORTEZ: (snorts)

DOVAN: Besides, they wouldn't have anything to do without ships like ours.  They have to tinker with something or they'd start taking the Starbase apart.

CORTEZ: Indeed.

DOVAN: At least they're done now.

CORTEZ: Well, there is that.  Twenty-four hours and they'll all finally be gone.

DOVAN: (slyly smiling) Now we can fix all the things they messed with.

CORTEZ: (chuckling) Commander Dovan, I relieve you.

[SFX: Cortez sits.]

DOVAN: I stand relieved.  Enjoy alpha shift, captain.

CORTEZ: Oh, I will.  Good day, Commander.

[SFX: Dovan goes to the turbolift.]

CORTEZ: Bridge to Engineering… how is it down there, Lieutenant Lorhrok?

SCENE 100-02a

LOCATION: Main Engineering

LORHROK: Good morning, Captain.  You want the long story or the short one?

[Following section is background banter that takes place underneath the main scene:]

(CORTEZ: Which am I going to like to hear more?

LORHROK: Probably neither.

CORTEZ: I was afraid of that. Summarize.

LORHROK: You know the Fleet opinion of these refit crews. Lazy, high-handed…

CORTEZ: Critical to the operation of this vessel…

LORHROK: That too.

CORTEZ: So what’s the problem?

LORHROK: Personally, I don’t think the Excelsior needs many of these ‘upgrades.’ She’s a fine ship with or without a 1% increase in data transfer speeds, or a 2% boost in replicator efficiency, or---

CORTEZ:  Point taken. How long is it going to take?

LORHROK: Probably another—what are those two…? Excuse me, captain.

CORTEZ: Permission granted.)

[Elsewhere in Engineering, Crewmen Harkless and Adow are talking. They are in the foreground:]

HARKLESS: Adow, be sure that ODN wiring is secure.

ADOW: What, on the weapons relays?  What’s the point?

HARKLESS: What makes you say that?

ADOW: This ship is hittin' the Delta Quadrant, Harkless.  It be a nasty piece of real estate, that.

HARKLESS: Well, they'll have all of Task Force 38 to back them up.

ADOW: That's Borg space, Harkless.  Even with our upgrades, this ship don't stand a chance in a fight.

What we should be working on is the engines; they’re gonna need to dance real fast if the Borg catch--

LORHROK: Do you have a problem with this ODN conduit, subcrew?

ADOW: Oh, no, sir. (sarcastic)

LORHROK: You have a problem, mister?

ADOW: (after the briefest hesitation) I don't think a junior grade lieutenant should be Chief Engineer aboard a ship as grand as the Excelsior.  One of the most prestigious ships in the whole fleet, and they give it to you of all plain-Jaynes?

LORHROK: I'm sure Captain Cortez has her reasons, crewman.  Now, if you don't want me to have you put on report for those comments, I'd suggest you get the hell out of my engineering bay.  You've just been reassigned to waste reclamation.

ADOW: (with disgust) I do have to finish—

LORHROK: Speaking, or else you're going to be on report.  Is that clear?

ADOW: (gritting her teeth) Yes, sir.

[SFX: she walks away]

LORHROK: Anything to add, Crewman Harkless?

HARKLESS: No, sir!  Nothing to add, sir!

LORHROK: Carry on, Crewman.

LORHROK: Sorry about that, captain.  Minor problem down here.  Anyhow, about the holodeck relays...

SCENE 100-03

LOCATION: First Officer's Quarters

NARRATOR: In the first officer's quarters, Lt. Cmdr. Alcar Dovan was working hard on a duty roster he had promised to Captain Cortez before the next day's senior staff meeting.  So hard was he working that "next day's meeting" had slipped into "today's meeting" without him even noticing.  At oh-one-hundred, however, he finally looked away from his work long enough to yawn.

[SFX: Dovan puts down the PADD he's working on.]

DOVAN: (groan)

[SFX: Dovan then picks up the PADD again, scans it for another few seconds, then, giving up, puts it down again]

DOVAN: What the hell am I doing here?

[SFX: he leans back in his seat]

DOVAN: Two years on Gault, first day back I demand to be assigned to Task Force 38, I'm completely unreasonable, and they make me an X.O. on the finest ship in the fleet.  Better question might be what the hell were they thinking.  After all, I'm getting the best of both worlds.  Exploration, wonder, awe... (darkly) and not a front-line transfer order within 70,000 light years.

You're talking to yourself, Alcar.  Back to work.  You have a captain to impress.

[SFX: Dovan picks up the PADD again and begins working on it]

NARRATOR: Now that he was back in Starfleet, Lieutenant Commander Dovan was rather surprised at how many little things around the ship—the insignia, the nameless ensigns he passed in the hallway, the distinct scent of Starfleet raktajino—how much it all reminded him of the long minutes and days and weeks of a war that had ended seven years ago.  The great Dominion War.  He had to admit that it was shaking him more than he would like.  Even the simple beep of a communications call could be a shock.

[SFX: intercom beep]

DOVAN: (small, surprised gasp)

COMPUTER: An incident report has been filed.  Would you like to review it?

DOVAN: (surprised) Incident report?

Why not?  Play it, computer.

[SFX: he presses a button]

ADOW: Commander Dovan.  My name is Kinash Adow.  I'm assigned to the refit teams currently completeing the overhaul of your Engineering systems. This report regards an incident that took place in Engineering today at thirteen hundred hours. This afternoon, I was performing routine maintenance around the secondary ODN node when—

DOVAN: Computer, halt playback.

[SFX: computer boops]

DOVAN: Convert the remainder of the report to text and display on screen.

[SFX: computer boops, then scrolls]

DOVAN: (as he reads) Kinash Adow… I've heard that name somewhere.  Hm… Borg space… Chief Engineer… cruel and unusual… subcrew.  Subcrew?  Is that even a word?... Hmph.

Sounds like my compliments to our Chief Engineer on handling this.  Computer!

[SFX: computer boops]

DOVAN: Append the following comment to this report: Quote, "Can't say I blame him," unquote. Now stamp it and refile it.

[SFX: computer boops]

DOVAN: Now, Computer, maybe you can help me.  Where have I heard the name "Adow" before?

COMPUTER: Lieutenant Commander Alcar Dovan on Stardate 59931.7 approved the transfer of Crewman Kinash Adow from Starbase 911 refit crew to USS Excelsior, Engineering section.

DOVAN: Ag! I knew I wasn't going to like that.  Thank you, comp—

[SFX: intercom beeps]

LORTH: Transporter Room 3 to the Executive Officer.

DOVAN: Dovan here.

LORTH: Um… sir, I don't mean to bother you, but, ah, we're still having a pretty serious malfunction down here.

DOVAN: (awkwardly) All your molybdenum components are rematerializing as niobium.  Yes, I heard.  Someone will be down right away.

LORTH: If I may, sir, when?  Chief Terrel said he reported this during last shift, and—

DOVAN: I understand, Chief.  It's been a busy day up here.

LORTH: Yes, sir.

DOVAN: Dovan out.It's been a busy day… and I forgot! For six hours!

(frustrated sigh)  Can't let that happen again… Dovan to Lorrrrr—

Blasted consonants… Dovan to Lorhaha—

Dovan to the Chief Engineer!

LORHROK: Lorhrok here, sir.

DOVAN: Lieutenant.  I was going to apologize for waking you, but I see that's not necessary.

LORHROK: (grinning) Not a problem, sir.  Just burning the midnight oil.

DOVAN: Excellent.  I'd like to see you in Transporter Bay 3, on the double.

LORHROK: Yes, sir.

DOVAN: And, Lieutenant… bring your little black bag.

[pause]

LORHROK: ...I'm on my way.

DOVAN: Acknowledged.  Dovan out.

SCENE 100-04

LOCATION: Transport Room 3

NARRATOR:  It took Lorhrok twenty minutes to get there.  His boss was already on the scene.

[SFX: Lorhrok enters]

LORHROK: (sniffs) Do you smell that?

DOVAN: (very slightly surprised) Only a little, and, given that Bolians have a much better sense of smell than Trill, I'm surprised that you do.

[A.N. Note obvious authorial wish fulfillment.]

LORHROK: I was a transporter operator for a while.  Not much to do except stand around and wait for something to happen.  Something I can do about it?

DOVAN: Yes.  Chief Lorth here has informed me that our restocking effort has been delayed due to the fact that all molybdenum elements are materializing as niobium on the pad.

LORHROK: I'll get right on it, sir.  Smells like a problem with the molecular imaging scanners.

LORTH: Uhm, smells, sir?

LORHROK: Yes, Chief, smells.  A bit like a burnt plasma conduit mixed with the unique fragrance of a malfunctioning self-sealing stem bolt with a melted interface component.

LORTH: I… see, sir.

DOVAN: (matter-of-factly) Don't worry, yourself, Chief.  It's well-documented that officers have improved senses of smell. You've got this well in hand, then, Lieutenant?

LORHROK: Yes, sir.  Should have the grid online in about forty-seven minutes.

DOVAN: "About" forty-seven? Don't be too specific, Lieutenant; it'll look bad if you're off. Oh, and, one more thing: I'm finishing up the duty roster.  Any preferences?

LORHROK:  There's one person I think would be a great fit for the chief engineer's job.  Lieutenant junior grade, young, remarkable engineering skills, brilliant holonovel writer, great looks—

DOVAN: (wry) I think I see where this is going.

[SFX: he makes a notation on his padd]

DOVAN: And you'll want to keep Adow in waste reclamation, I hope?

LORHROK: (irritated) You know about that?  What, did she go over my head or something?

DOVAN: Not at all, Lieutenant.  I'm first officer of this starship.  I know everything.

[SFX: comm beep]

AMARA: Bridge to Commander Dovan.

DOVAN: Dovan here.

AMARA: You asked to be informed when Commander Helder's shuttle was arriving.  The Mendez has just been cleared for final docking procedures.

DOVAN: Thank you, Lieutenant.  Dovan out. It seems I'm late.  Excuse me, gentlemen.

[SFX: Dovan exits into the corridor, which is nearly empty in the middle of the night]

DOVAN: (to self) I know everything, perhaps, except how to run a starship.  Now how to get that transporter stench out of my nose?  Smells like… rotten eggs flecked with charred Jem'Hadar bits.

...Where the hell did that thought come from?

[SFX: Doctor Sharp and Alex Rol round a corner.]

SHARP: Sorry, sir?

DOVAN: Oh, Doctor Sharp!  Nothing—just one of those stray thoughts.

SHARP: So, not nothing.

DOVAN: You have a sharp tongue, Doctor.  Watch out for it, Mister Rol.  What exactly are the two of you doing, anyhow?

SHARP: Lieutenant Rol has just kindly offered to escort me to my quarters, now that I'm aboard.

DOVAN: And carry your things, I note.  Strange, isn't it, how all the senior officers are coming aboard in the dead of night?  A pleasant evening to you both.

ROL: Yes, sir.  Good night, sir.

[SFX: Dovan leaves]

SHARP: Thank you again, sir, for doing this.  It's nice not to be the little short woman dragging her things through the hall for once.

ROL: It's my pleasure, ma'am.  You have to keep in shape on the Special Ops team, after all.

SHARP: That's right… you're special operations.  I had forgotten.  But not the team leader, as I understand it.

ROL: No, ma'am.  That'd be Lieutenant Leo Amara.  And he's busy right now trying to get the captain to keep our team separate from the Marine squad hierarchy.  In the meantime, now that Ensign MacBride’s assignment has been cancelled, I’m covering tactical, and Lieutenant Amara is chief of security until we can find a replacement.  So special operations is getting far too much… (with loathing) ‘free time’… while the marines are busy (with relish) training.

SHARP: (disapproving) I didn't realize this was one of the starships with a marine detachment aboard.

ROL: Really?  I would have thought that would be a little hard to miss on the Basic Info sheet.

SHARP: I just applied for whatever starship duty I could get.  It's good for my career, or so I'm told.  I wasn't looking too closely when I was invited to join a crew.  Hm.

Look, Lieutenant, I'm aware my rank is lower than yours, but I'd appreciate it if you spread the word around Marine Country that I am less than amused by careless injuries, and I have absolutely no respect for preserving ‘honorable combat wounds’ or anything of the like.  And there's nothing I hate more than repeat customers.

ROL: (intrigued) Is that an order, Ensign?

SHARP: Of course not, sir.  I can't give you orders.  I can, however, withhold painkillers or any manner of other useful medical arts whenever I please without anyone becoming the wiser.

ROL: Sounds like we have a bargain.

SHARP: Then I think our departments are going to get along splendidly.

ROL: I certainly hope so.  We're here.  These are going to be your quarters, ma'am.

SHARP: (smiling) And my name's already on the door.  Again, sir, a thousand thanks for doing this.

ROL: It was a pleasure.  Good night, Doctor.

SHARP: Good night, sir.

[SFX: She goes into her quarters.]

SCENE 100-05

LOCATION: Observation Lounge

NARRATOR: The next morning, Captain Cortez stood in the observation lounge.  Having just dismissed a young lieutenant, she stood, hands folded behind her back, looking out the window at the bustle of the spacedock lattices.  She was waiting for her next appointment.  She did not wait for very long.

[SFX: Leo Amara enters.  Cortez does not turn around.]

AMARA: Sir?

CORTEZ: Mister Amara.

AMARA: Yes, sir.

CORTEZ: 'Captain' will do fine, Lieutenant.

AMARA: Sorry, captain.

CORTEZ:  [still looking out the window] Spacedock is an incredible place.  So many worker bees, so many components and lights.  All just cogs in part of one great machine.  All of it, from the simple metal floating outside to the efforts, the dreams, the work that went into this… all of it is going into just one thing.  Getting us… [she nods at the stars that are visible through the latticework] out there.  [She turns around.]  You have something for me, Lieutenant?

[SFX: He snaps to attention]

AMARA: Second Lieutenant Leo Amara reporting for duty.

CORTEZ: Your orders?

[SFX: Amara hands her a padd. She scrolls and thumbprints it, then hands it back.]

CORTEZ: You'll want to present these to the Marine Commander before you settle in.

AMARA: Sir—I mean, Captain, that's actually something I wanted to talk to you about.

CORTEZ: I don't believe there's anything to discuss.  Special Operations falls under the umbrella of the Marine Division.

AMARA: With respect, Captain, I haven't been a Marine for quite some time now.

CORTEZ: I'm well aware of your service record, Second Lieutenant.  However, my decision is made.

AMARA:  Captain…

CORTEZ: You will still be in command of your unit, but you will report to the Marine Commander.  Dismissed.

[SFX: Amara half-turns, preparing to leave, but doesn't actually move.]

CORTEZ: Something else, Lieutenant?

AMARA: I just wanted to convey how unhappy I am with your decision.

CORTEZ: Lieutenant, I am aware that you had a certain amount of latitude in your last assignment, but that's over and you'd better get used to it.  I won't tolerate elitist attitudes from any division on this ship.  Now, do we have a problem?

AMARA: No… sir.

CORTEZ: (cooly) Dismissed.

[SFX: Amara leaves]

CORTEZ: (deep, irritated breath)

[SFX: intercom beep]

ROL: Bridge to Cortez.

CORTEZ: Go ahead.

ROL: Admiral Parker is on a secure channel for you, Captain.

CORTEZ: Put her through here, Lieutenant.

[SFX: Cortez sits as the viewer activates. Admiral Parker turns out to be a man.]

CORTEZ: (pleasantly) Admiral.  What can I do for you, sir?

PARKER: Captain.  I trust you're settling in aboard the Excelsior?

CORTEZ: Just looking for a place to hang my pictures, sir.

PARKER: Normally Admiral Tenson would be speaking to you, but, with the Tornado on assignment, I'll be the one briefing you on your first mission.

CORTEZ: Go ahead, sir.

PARKER: You've probably given some thought to why you were assigned to the Excelsior?

CORTEZ: It had crossed my mind, Admiral.  I'm sure there were a great many candidates who might have come before me.

PARKER: Not to mince words, but you weren't even on the initial list for command of the Excelsior.  You were high on the list for the Atlanta.

CORTEZ: Well, I would have expected something along the lines of a New Orleans-class ship.  What shifted me from the Atlanta to the Excelsior?

PARKER: Part of it was this mission.  Part of it we will go into at another time.

CORTEZ: If I may, Admiral… are you referring to the Anbar?

PARKER: Captain Cortez, you will not refer to that on an open channel.  Is that understood?

CORTEZ: Yes, sir.

PARKER: We've been waiting for some time to send a ship to a world called Valandria.  Are you familiar with it?

CORTEZ: Mildly. They have warp drive, but both of our first contact attempts have been rebuffed. They're fairly close to the Iconian Gateway, aren't they?

PARKER: They are… and, after last year's Borg attack, our analysts have determined that Valandria is in a strategically valuable location.  We think it's time to make another try at establishing diplomatic relations, and you, Captain, are on a very short list of potential candidates to meet with their Premier.

CORTEZ: I'm sorry, Admiral, but how so?

PARKER: You're a very well-established combat officer, Captain.  You have an air of it in your attitude, and that's important to the Valandrin.  They are not a diplomatic people: they respect strength and fight to establish status.  Our misunderstanding of this is why our first mission failed.  The Excelsior, however, is a Sovereign-class starship.  It will be a massive show of strength, and they will respect what her captain has to say.

CORTEZ: I'm still a little confused about my part in this.  There are a lot of seasoned captains whose experiences eclipse my own.

PARKER: Valandrian society is strongly matriarchal.  Although their males are strong warriors, they will only acknowledge a female as leader—a detail that derailed our second contact mission. Out of the female candidates for this mission, you were at the top of the list.  You have deep space experience, an excellent combat record, and your profile shows that you take a strong position where you need to.  That's exactly what we were looking for for this mission.

CORTEZ: So, essentially, my gender secured me this assignment?

PARKER: You know what they say, Captain: Don't look a gift horse in the mouth.  You're a skilled officer and you'll make an excellent captain if you don't get hung up on the details.  The Valandria situation got you this assignment; now make the most of it.

CORTEZ: Yes, sir.

PARKER: Good luck, captain.  Parker out.

[SFX: the screen is about to turn off... but another face appears instead, surprising Cortez. She hides it well.]

CORTEZ: General Brahms.  I didn't expect to hear from you so soon.

BRAHMS: Just wanted to check in before you got underway.  And Admiral Parker's transmission made for an excellent piggyback feed.  I assume she bought the entire Valandria story?

CORTEZ: Completely.  And, before you ask, Lieutenant Yubari came aboard early this morning.  She's already begun setting up.

BRAHMS: Good, good.

CORTEZ: General, if I may, I think she'd be much better able to carry out her mission if she knew entirely what it was about.  I'd like to—

BRAHMS: No.  No, Captain, I'm sorry, but we simply can't trust any information about the Anbar to anyone without the proper clearances.  The longer Lt. Yubari believes she's merely doing routine surveillance—and as long as your crew believes the Valandria cover story—the better.  For all of us.

CORTEZ: I see.  Is there anything else, General?

BRAHMS: No, Captain, like I said… just checking in.  Good hunting.

CORTEZ: Thank you, General.

BRAHMS: Brahms out.

SCENE 100-06

LOCATION: Lorhrok's Quarters

NARRATOR: Chief Engineer Alecz Lorhrok, after a long, hard night chasing bugs in the refit Excelsior systems, had allowed himself eighteen minutes to sleep before dealing with anything else.  Then it would be time for breakfast.

[SFX: the alarm clock goes off]

LORHROK: uhhhnn... That's what I get for not paying close enough attention when a diagnostic clearly shows a feedback loop in circuit forty-four.  A big mess, a two hour backlog, and… and I'll finish this complaint when I'm more awake.

[SFX: Lorhrok stands up.]

LORHROK: (groan) Computer, give me a… a…

COMPUTER: Please restate request.

LORHROK: (glaring) I'll take my time; that okay with you?

COMPUTER: Please restate the question.

LORHROK: Agh!  Forget about it, Computer.  Just give me a jumja stick.  Nothing like Bajoran candy to keep you on your feet.

[SFX: the replicator produces a jumja stick. Lorhrok puts it in his mouth.]

LORHROK: Blech! (he almost chokes) Computer!  Identify the most recently replicated item at the replicator in my quarters!

COMPUTER: One standard Bajoran—

LORHROK: Forget it.  I have to get to work.

[SFX: he exits to the corridor]

LORHROK: Lorhrok to Engineering.

HARKLESS: Crewman Harkless here, sir.  What can I do for you?

LORHROK: Who's worked on the Deck Four replicator systems within the past few days?

HARKLESS: Let me check, sir... The duty log shows several refit subcrews were working on it, the most recent one within the past twelve hours.

LORHROK: Hm.  I don't suppose Crewman Adow was on any of those subcrews, was she?

HARKLESS: Actually, sir… she was.  She led the most recent team.

LORHROK: Acknowledged.  Thank you, Crewman.  Lorhrok out.

[SFX: Lorhrok enters a turbolift]

LORHROK: Oh, and thus does the Excelsior's first combat action begin… (to turbolift) Deck 16.

[SFX: Dovan rounds a corner and comes running down the hall]

DOVAN:  Wait!  Wait!  Hold the lift!

LORHROK: Computer, hold!

DOVAN: Thanks, Lieutenant. (to the lift) Deck 1, but not until we drop off our Chief Engineer. (to Lorhrok) Lieutenant Lorhrok, you'd better quick get on the Smile Shuttle, or else Judah the Starfleet Otter might come and try to cheer you up.

LORHROK: (despondently) …yes, sir.

DOVAN: Chief, I hate to add to your workload (that's a lie), but—look, have you ever heard of Tarin juice?

LORHROK: No, sir.

DOVAN: Well, I was talking to one of the Maquis from Voyager a few years after they got back.  He told me about this drink—it's an Enaran delicacy—and said it was about a smooth of a caffeine vehicle you'd ever find.  Possibly the best thing he drank in the Delta Quadrant.  Now, unfortunately, I left Starfleet before I had a chance to download the replicator pattern, and, when I got home, I was unpleasantly surprised to find that all Voyager files had been classified to civillians.

So today, now that I'm finally back, and I'm actually going to be in the Delta Quadrant for the first time, I thought it was finally time to try it out.

LORHROK: (extra despondent) It was the replicator, wasn't it?

DOVAN: Tasted like paint thinner.

LORHROK: You're not the only one, sir.  Pretty much everything on Decks 4 and 7 is erratic.  This diagnostic actually showed that 5 and 6 are out completely, though I doubt that.  Normally, we'd have three engineering teams working on this, but, what with the launch coming up—

DOVAN: (understanding) You've just got the one team.

LORHROK: No, sir.  Every member of engineering is assigned to other duties right now, and we've all been working double shifts for three days straight.

DOVAN: So what exactly is the chief engineer doing working on something with such a low priority?

LORHROK: I'm off duty, sir.  I—

DOVAN: Excuse me?

LORHROK: I'm off duty, sir, so I—

DOVAN: You're an excellent actor, then, Mr. Lorhrok.  If I didn't know better, I'd say you'd just worked through the entire night.

LORHROK: (flustered) Yes, sir, that's exactly—

DOVAN: Lieutenant, depending on her orders, the Excelsior could have to launch at any time, on a moment's notice.  Aside from combat, there is absolutely no time when I more value an engineer at the top of his game than when we are moving this kilometer-long, glorified tin can through an opening the size of my planet's capital city with just a couple of decameters between us and pulverization.  Call it flight anxiety, but you are now off-duty until Gamma shift.  You are to spend the time between then and now unconscious, preferably sleeping, but phaser-stunned if necessary.

LORHROK: [simultaneous] But—I—!

DOVAN: [simultaneous] That's an order.

[pause]

LORHROK: (giving in) Yes, sir.

DOVAN: Well, then, shouldn't you be getting back to your quarters?

LORHROK: Actually, sir, there's one more thing I really have to do.  Then I'll get to my quarters.  I promise.

[SFX: turbolift stops, doors open]

DOVAN: It's Adow.  Isn't it?

LORHROK: I don't know what you're talking about, sir.

DOVAN: Lieutenant, make it painful.

LORHROK: Do what to who, sir?

DOVAN: She owes me a glass of Tarin juice…  Good day, Mr. Lorhrok.

SCENE 100-07

LOCATION: Bridge

[SFX: The bridge this morning is bustling with people and with noise.  Really busy.]

[SFX: Dovan arrives from the turbolift]

DOVAN: (quietly) Good morning, bridge.

ENSIGN: Oh, I'm sorry, sir!

DOVAN: Excuse me, ensign.  My fault.

BACKGROUND CREW #1: Sir, I really need some information on—

BACKGROUND CREW #2: Welcome to Tenacityville. Population: you.

HELDER: (fading in as we approach) …you’ve got to make sure the chair spins right.

DOVAN: Oh, Commander Helder!  I didn't know you'd come aboard!

HELDER: Good morning, sir.  I assume you're my new X.O.?

DOVAN: You assume correctly.  Hope you slept well last night.

HELDER: Not especially; I was a bit distracted.  But I'm still fit for duty.  What can a freshly assigned Chief Flight Control Officer do around here, Commander?

DOVAN: At the moment?  Tell me where Captain Cortez is.  I don't see her.

HELDER: Oh, she's in her ready room, sir.  Anything important?

DOVAN: Only to her, me, and one particular crewmember.  Thank you, Commander.

HELDER: Any time. (to refitter)  Now, how are we coming here…?

[SFX: doorbell press]

CORTEZ: (through the door) Come!

[SFX: Dovan enters the Ready Room.]

CORTEZ: Commander.  I trust you're settling in alright; what can I do for you?

DOVAN: Captain.

[SFX: he hands her the duty roster]

DOVAN: Figured that, long as the duty roster's done, you might like a look before the 1400 staff meeting.

[SFX: she scrolls through it]

DOVAN: Dr. Sharp's medical team isn't set in stone; I was only able to talk to her this morning, and she'd like twenty-four hours to get to know her team before making any decisions.

CORTEZ: That's fine with me.  Anything else?

DOVAN: Well, I just put our chief engineer to bed.  It is my judgment that he be allowed to rest until Gamma shift.  Of course, knowing a few engineers in my life, I doubt he'll do any sleeping, but, I don't know; it's a little—may I speak candidly, captain?

[pause]

CORTEZ: (guardedly) Granted.

DOVAN: Do you really think a junior lieutenant has the Starfleet experience to run an engine room?  I mean, I like the kid fine—he seems like a good leader, and, one day, he'll be an excellent engineer.  But, here and now, he can barely keep his eyes open for thirty hours straight.  How many times has he been in an engine room during a combat situation, much less commanded during combat?

DOVAN: I suppose what I'm asking is… What about Mr. Lorhrok recommended him to you?  And am I completely out of line?

[pause]

CORTEZ: Commander, would you like to have a seat?

[SFX: Dovan takes a seat quickly]

CORTEZ: Well, first things first, why don't we rephrase your question to something a little more… candid?  You'd like to know how the hell somebody like Aleczhander ended up running the engine room on one of the most powerful ships in Starfleet.

You know how many candidates I had for Chief Engineer? Thirty-two, ranging from junior lieutenants to full commanders.  I don't know if it's just the class, or the name of the ship, but people threw their hats in. I even had a Lieutenant Barnet from the Enterprise get a recommendation.

DOVAN: Doesn't that validate my question, Captain?  Why Lieutenant Junior Grade Alecz Lorhrok?

CORTEZ: (firmly) Character, Commander.  You can have the finest personnel in Starfleet, but if they can't work with you, you're not getting the best.  I looked at my personnel on what the would offer the Excelsior.  Aleczhander knew the U.S.S. Steadfast from stem to stern, not by reading specs, but by crawling through every Jefferies Tube in order to get to know the ship—and every ship is different.  The Enterprise, the Lexington, the Excelsior… we're all Sovereign-class, built to spec, but none of us are the same and Aleczhander is an engineer who will spend every waking minute courting the Excelsior until he knows her every quirk.  You see what I mean?

I build my crew on people, not records.  Anyone can sound wonderful with a good recommendation and a few years' experience; I'm looking for people who are ready to make that break from good officer to great one.

DOVAN: I—

[SFX: the door chimes]

CORTEZ: No rest for the wicked, I'm afraid.  (to door) Come!

[SFX: door opens, and Lt. Cmdr. Helder enters]

CORTEZ: Ah, Commander Helder.  Please, come in. (to Dovan) Is there anything else, Mister Dovan?

DOVAN: No, captain.  And thank you.

CORTEZ: Of course.  Dismissed.

DOVAN: I'll see you at 1400, then.

CORTEZ: Mr. Helder.  I’d been hoping to speak with you.  Although we have quite a few marine pilots...

[SFX: Dovan exits.]

SCENE 100-08

LOCATION: Main Engineering

[SFX: Lorhrok is programming the computer while the narrator narrates.]

NARRATOR: In addition to being an excellent engineer, Alecz Lorhrok was also an accoomplished computer programmer.  Once he was into the Engineering computer, he worked quickly.  This was fortunate, as he closed the program just barely in time.

[SFX: As Lorhrok closes the program, the main engineering bay doors open.  Lorhrok turns to see who's coming in.]

LORHROK: (to self) Well, speak of the parasite.

[SFX: Adow walks over to him]

ADOW: Crewman Kinash Adow reporting for shift command duty, sir!

LORHROK: (stiffly) I stand relieved, crewman.  Congratulations on your transfer from the refit crew to the Excelsior proper. Computer, log Crewman Adow as the on-duty engineer.  Transfer command of the primary control console to her.

COMPUTER: Acknowledged.  Current on-duty engineer registered as Crewman Kinash Adow.

ADOW: (smirking) Thank you, sir. I'll get to work right quick.

LORHROK: You might want to check on the replicator systems on Decks Four through Seven; they were showing some… interesting fluctuations earlier.  A level-five diagnostic should do it.

ADOW: Right straight.  I can handle it, sir.  You can go back to her quarters now.

[SFX: Lorhrok exits]

NARRATOR: Lorhrok left, but did not go back to his quarters.  Instead, he ducked into the chief engineer's office situtated immediately next to the Main Engineering doors and spooled up the internal cameras.  He wanted to see this.

A peculiar thing about Starfleet computer systems is that they have the capability of identifying any crewmember using them.  They can then instantaneously reconfigure every button  to match that crewmember's favorite control scheme.  Panels move, colors change, and controls appear and disappear, all in the wink of an eye.

Crewman Adow is about to discover the true extent of these capabilities… rather unpleasantly.

ADOW: Crewman Harkless, I'm about to run a level-five diagnostic of the replicator system.  It should only take a minute, but make sure nobody shuts down internal sensors while I'm doing it.

HARKLESS: Yes, sir.

ADOW: Initiating…

[SFX: Adow presses a button]

SPEAKERS: I’m a Science Genius Girl / I won the science fair / I wear a white lab coat

[We change perspective to the Chief Engineer's Office, where Lorhrok is watching this on the security cameras.]

SPEAKERS: DNA strands in my hair. / When I clone a human being... [etc., continues in background]

LORHROK: (bursts out laughing)

[We change perspective back to Engineering.]

NARRATOR: As Adow had moved to begin the scan, Lorhrok's program had self-activated upon detecting her.  An instant before she touched the panel, the entire console reconfigured itself so that her finger was resting over a "play" button.  Which she then pressed.

ADOW: What?!

[SFX: Adow presses buttons]

NARRATOR: But every time she got her finger close to the "Cancel" button, it would vanish and reappear halfway across the control board.  And, much to Lieutenant Lorhrok's amusement, more heads turned to watch her with every lunge.

HARKLESS: Umm, sir, do you need some help with that?

ADOW: (scathingly) Well spotted, Cadet!

[SFX: Harkless presses one button. The music stops instantly.]

[Back in the Chief Engineer's Office...]

LORHROK: Time for the entrance…

[SFX: Lorhrok re-enters Engineering]

LORHROK: Problem, Crewman?

ADOW: (fuming) Everything is under control, sir.  The situation has been dealt with.

LORHROK: Glad we agree.  Try to keep it down, will you?

[SFX: Lorhrok exits.]

NARRATOR: Junior Lieutenant Alecz Lorhrok had entered Engineering as a hard worker… and left as its Chief.

SCENE 100-09

LOCATION: Conference Room

NARRATOR: At fourteen hundred hours, Captain Cortez was sitting at the head of the conference table, looking out the window at the drydock spaceframe wrapped around the Excelsior like a full-body cast.  She had never been crazy about sitting in one place for too long, and they had been docked for decidedly too long.  Fortunately, this conference would resolve exactly how much more of this she would have to endure.

[SFX: Dr. Sharp enters, last to arrive.]

SHARP: Sorry I'm late.  Some hazardous medical supplies needing careful supervision in Sickbay.

CORTEZ: It's alright, Doctor; we were just about to get started.  I trust work onboard is progressing well?

NARRATOR: Alcar had come in carrying a small, disorganized mountain of padds, each with their own piece of ship-critical information on them: from the most recent modifications to that blasted duty roster to a detailed inventory of the ship's food stores and long-term survivability projections should they for some reason be cut off from food re-supply; from a brief discussion concerning the calibration of the matter-antimatter ratio to a rather lengthy dissertation on the continuing paint job Starbase Work Crews D through G were overseeing underneath the port nacelle; from Lieutenant Alex Rol’s most recent Tactical Readiness Report, which Dovan could swear Rol was putting out at a rate exceeding three a day, to a few notes about the diplomacy staff he had taken while chatting with the affable Ensign Rick Hunter on the way in. Now that they were all laid out in front of him, however, and he could see the great big picture that all these minute details combined to create, he saw that his answer was simple. Was work onboard progressing well?

DOVAN: Yes, ma'am.

CORTEZ: Very… succinct, Commander.

The main reason I called this meeting is to set up a time frame and to talk about our first assignment.  But, first things first, are your departments and the ship ready to launch?  Captain Hastings, you first. For those who haven't met him, this is Marine Captain John Hastings, in charge of the Marine and Special Operations Divisions aboard the Excelsior.

HASTINGS: Thank you, Captain.  Yes, both of my divisions are present and accounted for, and I like what I've seen.  Ideally we'll have time for small-unit battle drills so each marine becomes familiar with his teammates, but they are good to go as-is if needed.

CORTEZ:  Chief Engineer Lorhrok.

LORHROK: Captain, the Excelsior is one of the finest ships I can imagine serving on. All of our primary life support systems are at full capacity, and judging by the look of the diagnostics, we won't have to re-supply for the expected fifteen years. Main deflector and drive systems register as ready. The warp core is operating at full strength, EPS grids look fine, tractor beams are fully functional... in short, the Excelsior is as close to perfect as she's going to get. Engineering is ready at your order.

CORTEZ: I see.  Lieutenant Junior Grade Alex Rol, temporary tactical officer.   He is also X.O. of our special operations unit, but, for now, Lieutenant, the tactical report if you would.

ROL: Thank you, ma’am.  Shield grid diagnostics show maximum operational efficiency.  The phaser emitters are all functional and have been tested by the dock crew, although I would like to conduct a live-fire test after we leave port. Our torpedo bays are full and launchers are now fully operational. All the armouries are stocked and secured, and Lieutenant Amara is seeing to it that security personnel are conducting daily training exercises.

CORTEZ: Doctor Sharp?

SHARP: I really have only had a chance to take a quick look at the medical situation, but it looks great so far. I would like to see all new crewmembers for medical checks. My staff has done a fair percentage of the crew who have been here longer than a month, but we still have about a hundred or so who haven’t gotten around to coming in yet. [looks around the table] A lot of you are on my list.  I know you're all very busy, but make some time.  I mean it.

CORTEZ: And I'll support the doctor every step of the way on that.  Get your medwork done, gentlemen.  Ensign Rick Hunter, Diplomatic Liaison.

HUNTER: Thank you, Captain.  My department… we're in great shape.  We can handle anything from treaty negotiations between implacable enemies to a royal wedding.

DOVAN: Factoring everything in, Captain, I think we can be underway in seventy-two hours.

CORTEZ: Then I want to schedule the launch for the day after tomorrow.  Use any resources you need to finish off the preparations.

NARRATOR: Dovan opened his mouth to point out that that was only forty-eight hours, then realized that the Captain probably was not making an error in arithmetic.

[SFX: Cortez stands and activates the viewer]

CORTEZ: Our destination is the Valandrian system. We've been assigned to meet with the Valandrin and attempt to create a productive diplomatic relationship.  I trust you've all reviewed the supplemental material I transmitted to you concerning their race?

Good.  Their proximity to the gateway to the Alpha Quadrant makes them prime candidates as allies. I don't need to explain the advantages of having friends around the Gateway… even friends like the Valandrin, who might not meet our… conventional standards… for potential allies.  It's a pretty straightforward mission: get in, make contact, do some diplomacy, get out.  Questions or concerns?

DOVAN: I've got a couple of questions, Captain.

First, if I know Starfleet, they've run at least three hundred simulations of this mission before sending us on it. Not that I put too much trust in the brass hats, but, according to them, what are our odds of success? And, more importantly, given that the first two missions to Valandria ended in weapons fire, what are the odds we end up in a combat situation?

CORTEZ: Given the Valandrian inclination to violence, there's almost a one hundred percent chance of combat.  It's lethal combat that we wish to avoid. Lieutenant Rol, I want all of our weapons set to disable, not destroy.  I don't want to use torpedoes unless we run out of other options, so warm up the phasers.

ROL: Aye, sir.

CORTEZ: Starfleet is remaining conservative on our odds of success.  While our primary mission objective is simply to establish diplomatic contact, there's not much middle ground in the field of Valandrian diplomacy.  In the final analysis, it's just too hard to predict.

DOVAN: Thank you.  Second: worst-case scenario, I assume, is that we somehow manage to start a war with these people.  What does that do to Task Force 38's long-term operations around the Delta Gateway?

CORTEZ: High-minded curiosity, Mr. Dovan, or are you planning to set off an intergalactic incident?

DOVAN: Only the former, I'm afraid. What I mean is, just how strategically critical is Valandria, and how much do we stand to lose?

CORTEZ: Their position is strategically beneficial, but hardly a necessity. If things were to turn hostile, Valandria is far enough away from the Gateway that, at their level of technology, they'd hardly pose a critical threat; however, gaining an enemy on our doorstep is not what we’re trying to accomplish here.

DOVAN: Finally, what is the absolute worst insult you can say to a Valandrian?

[SFX: some chuckles]

DOVAN: Just my high-minded curiosity again.

CORTEZ: You are planning to start a war, aren't you? Next question.

HELDER: This mission seems like a bit of a milk run, doesn't it?  I mean, we're a Sovereign-class starship, and we're on third contact duty?  Although I suppose it could be fun… what do we know about their women?

ROL: They're lizards…

CORTEZ: You realize that Valandrian women are as cold-blooded as the Gorn… and would certainly tear off the head of any male impertinent enough to proposition one of them.

HUNTER: A point I'd like to expand on, Captain, if I may…?

Thank you.  I have prepared a brief that I will download to each department head. I think it would be wise to read it.  One of the reasons that I've been assigned to this ship is in order for me to assist with the negotiations. I can advise only, however, since the Valandrin will refuse to discuss anything with an... inferior… such as my own male self.

DOVAN: Speak when spoken to for us men, then?

CORTEZ: Exactly.

The Excelsior is one of the most advanced ships in the fleet, and one hell of a show of strength to the Valandrin leadership.  Diplomacy is all small steps, of course, and our first step will be getting them to accept us and allow us to meet with them.  I gather they have never been particularly interested in outside species, so that will be half the battle... And I mean that proverbially.  I hope.

If that's all, then dismissed.  Let's get this ship into its natural habitat: open space.

[SFX: All stand]

DOVAN: Oh!  Ah… Before you all go back to being cogs in the machine, I'd like to invite you all to a game of Kadis-kot.  My quarters, twenty-one hundred tomorrow night.

As long as you're not on duty, that is.  Now that we're in the Delta Quadrant Defense Force, it seems appropriate to play a Nygean game, wouldn't you say?

[silence]

DOVAN: (a little desperately) I can cook Nygean, too.

HUNTER: I'm sure it will be a most… enlightening experience.  I'll join you, I think.

LORHROK: (why not?) Count me in, Commander.

ROL: (sigh) I will decline.  I do not play games.

[SFX: Rol exits]

SHARP: Wow.  What was that?  Excuse me. Oh, and, yes, I'll be there.

[SFX: Sharp exits]

DOVAN: … well, that's  enough to run the game, so, anyone else who wants to show up, feel free.

SCENE 100-10

LOCATION: Engineering

LORHROK: Set intermix ratio to one-point-zero!  Prepare to initialize the warp chamber on my mark!

LOCATION: Bridge

[SFX: Cortez enters]

DOVAN: Good morning, Captain.

[SFX: Cortez takes her seat]

CORTEZ: So it is, Mr. Dovan.  So it is.

LOCATION: Engineering

LORHROK: Three!  Two!  One!  Mark!

[SFX: engines start up]

LORHROK: I need fifty percent capacity now, and gradually—gradually!—bring her up to one hundred! Crewman! Get that magenetic constricter aligned in the next ten seconds, or you will be personally informing the captain why we failed pre-launch startup check!

HARKLESS: Yes, sir!

LOCATION: Bridge

STARFLEET EXTRA #3: This is Starfleet Operations.  The Excelsior is cleared for departure.  Good journey.

CORTEZ: Mr. Rol, acknowledge Starbase 911.

ROL: Yes, captain. Starbase 911, we acknowledge and are beginning impulse engine main startup sequence.

LOCATION: Engineering

LORHROK: You three: good work on the dilithium chamber.  Monitor it for the slightest misalignment as we pass warp one.  Excelsior hasn't gone over light speed in three years; if we have errors, they'll come right now. Captain, this is Engineering.  You have full power at your discretion.

CORTEZ: Very well, Lieutenant.  Prepare to undock.

LOCATION: Bridge

LORHROK: Aye, sir.

CORTEZ: Mr. Helder, switch to internal power, and then… clear all moorings.

HELDER: Aye, captain; clearing moorings.

LOCATION: Excelsior Exterior

[SFX: hundreds of small umbilicals detach]

[SFX: impulse engines rev up]

LOCATION: Bridge

CORTEZ: Aft thrusters full.

HELDER: Answering aft thrusters full, sir.

LOCATION: Engineering

LORHROK: Fire up the backup inertial dampers and engage helm control interlinks!

LOCATION: Excelsior Exterior

[SFX: Impulse engines rev harder and the ship begins to move forward.]

LOCATION: Engineering

LORHROK: We're clear!  Full power to impulse!

LOCATION: Bridge

HELDER: We are clear and free to navigate.

DOVAN: Course heading, Captain?

CORTEZ: Set course one-sixty mark two-oh-five, warp three.

HELDER: Course laid in.

CORTEZ: (mildly disapproving) Commander… you're grinning.

DOVAN: (joyful) Am I?

CORTEZ: Mr. Helder… engage.

LOCATION: Excelsior Exterior

[SFX: the Excelsior jumps to warp]

LOCATION: Bridge

CORTEZ: Confirm all systems green.

ROL: The board shows all systems green, Captain.

HELDER: ETA to Valandrian system: Seven days, five hours.

CORTEZ: Thank you, Lieutenants. Cortez to Engineering!

[SFX: cheering, clapping in the Engineering background, calming down as the Captain calls and Lorhrok shushes everyone. Finally:]

LORHROK: Lorhrok here, sir.

CORTEZ: Good work, Lieutenant.  My compliments to your entire section.

LOCATION: Engineering

[SFX: the cheering redoubles]

LORHROK: Thank you, Captain..

CORTEZ: Cortez out.

THIRIPOL: Sir, all sections have reported in.  Warp drive is running smoothly, but we're going to need to adjust the plasma flow conduits to get them exactly right.

LORHROK: No need to worry, Ensign.  The captain won't be expecting a perfect run on our first warp jump.  She probably won't push us above warp six for a few days.  It's not as if we're in any major hurry, is it?

THIRIPOL: No, sir.  I suppose not.

LORHROK: Well, then, let's see what this fine ship—

[SFX: the warp core starts pulsing faster]

LORHROK: Ensign T'Kala, verify that we have entered high warp.

[SFX: T'Kala presses buttons]

T'KALA: Verified.  Current velocity is warp nine-point-seven-four.

LORHROK: I guess the captain isn't one to hold back, is she?

T'KALA: Indeed not.  I shall never understand the human predisposition for piloting vessels at unneccesarily high velocities.

LORHROK: Maybe so, but she is half-Vulcan, you know.

T'KALA: Oh?

LOCATION: Bridge

HELDER: Answering warp nine-point-seven-four.  And it looks like Engineering will be ready to give us nine-point-eight by thirteen hundred.  New ETA to Valandria: Three days, one hour.

CORTEZ: Very good.  Mr. Dovan, I want long-range scans of the area and of the Valandrian system as we approach.  But that can wait until the end of your shift.

DOVAN: You're not going to stay?

CORTEZ: My ship just launched, Commander.  I'm going to the Delta Lounge to commemorate the occasion.

SCENE 100-11

LOCATION: Excelsior Exterior

[SFX: the Excelsior flys by]

DOVAN: First Officer's Log, Stardate 59935.7.  Now that I'm X.O., I've really got to get into the habit of making these.  It's been two days since we left Starbase 911; two days since passing through the Iconian Gateway; two days we've been in the Delta Quadrant.  And, really, what I'm mostly feeling is… surprise.  I… I always expected the D.Q. to feel different somehow, perhaps a bit more vibrant, a bit sharper color than before.  But what it really is is liberating.  I spent my first seventeen years in Starfleet moving from one battle group to another… here, there isn't a political boundary—or a warfront—for as far as the eye can see.

Deep down, I guess I was waiting for the Borg to drop on top of Starbase 900 the moment we got on this side of the Gateway.  Despite my demand to serve out here on the frontier, I was still thinking like a soldier.  Instead, the most action I've seen was the explosion of an EPS conduit yesterday due to phaser feedback.  And today?  Well, today, all I have to do is get the Assistant Chief Science Officer to show up for duty and do the scans Captain Cortez wants.

LOCATION: Corridor

DOVAN: Computer, is Chief Petty Officer P'chk'ro'ta still in his quarters?

COMPUTER: Affirmative.

DOVAN: Then why isn't he answering his door?  Unless, of course, he's sleeping.

COMPUTER: Unkmown.

DOVAN: Computer, give me a security override on this thing.  Authorization Dovan-quattuor-septem.

[SFX: The door unlocks. Dovan enters.]

DOVAN: What the…?

NARRATOR: Chief Petty Officer Arden P'chk'ro'ta's quarters were somewhat eccentric.  For starters, they were fairly dark.

DOVAN: Computer, lights!

COMPUTER: That operation is not permitted.

DOVAN: What?  I'm the first officer!

COMPUTER: That operation is not permitted.

NARRATOR: Beyond the gloom, it was a very strange room.  Yes, there was a door.  Windows, as well, although seeing out them was rather difficult.  The construction and furnishing, too, was quite generic—although darkened to only 5% standard lighting.  The major sticking point was that, all around the room, in odd places, like windows, or corners, ceilings, mantles, in front of windows, on the edges of desks, or on chairs… there were computer monitors.  Alcar could only assume that the large dark shapes strewn equally randomly around the room were hardware components. The monitors, though, were the real eye-catchers, not only because they were the only things in the room that were well-lit enough for Dovan to see them. They were all in different sizes, some relatively small, some bordering on huge, but every one of them showed data—information, unsorted and infinite—streaming across at near-incomprehensible speed. Some were formatted according to Starfleet LCARS protocols, others with a strange, rippling, pale-blue operating format that seemed designed for exactly this kind of work, and others with scripts from a half-dozen other familiar and unfamiliar empires: Klingon, Romulan, Bajoran… and others. The screens were constantly changing, reorganizing to accomodate new formats.

DOVAN: (muttering) Like I said, weird room.

NARRATOR:  While Dovan was still taking all this in, a tall silouhette rose from in front of one of the hardware components near the windows.  The figure removed something from the sides of its head, then stepped towards Dovan.

P'CHK'RO'TA: I'm sorry, Alcar; did you ring for me?

NARRATOR: Into the light stepped a long, bony creature, with a feline—even feral—and completely hairless face, and long, slender ears that looked three times longer and ten times sharper than a Vulcan's.  A Nuncian, in the flesh.  Around his neck… was a pair of standard-issue Engineering earmuffs.

DOVAN: Excuse me, Chief Petty Officer?

P'CHK'RO'TA: I don't understand, Alcar.  Did you or didn't you ring for me?  Also, you may call me Arden.

DOVAN: (astonished) Mr. P'chk'ro'ta, are you aware of Starfleet rank protocols?

P'CHK'RO'TA: Would you care to sit down? I've always thought some Starfleet rules to be… mindlessly restrictive.

[SFX: Ro'ta replicates something and begins to walk back]

P'CHK'RO'TA: I'd hoped, knowing your attitude, that you would share some of my views.

The drink is for you.

[SFX: Dovan stirs the freshly-replicated cup with his spoon and smells it]

DOVAN: Irinello!  This is… They could never get this for me on Gault!  How did you know?

DOVAN: (takes a long sip) Mmmmm…

And what exactly do you know about my attitude?

P'CHK'RO'TA: (quoting) "Sometimes I think that, between their pointless and rather irritating episodes of senseless, violent rage, the Klingons are really on to something. For one, their leaders kill bureaucrats whenever they get the chance. Ours increase their funding."

DOVAN: Excuse me?

NARRATOR: Chief P'chk'ro'ta's words were quoted directly from Dovan's private personnel file—a flagrant breach of ship security.

P'CHK'RO'TA: "I realized that I had to get back to my Career Path of Being On Starships When They Explode… That's why medals should be abolished: they tell people like Inspector #98 that people like me--"

DOVAN: That's enough.

Okay, Arden, you may have a point.  Maybe I am letting this new responsibility dampen my fun-loving, free-wheeling sense of rebellion a little too much.  Call me Alcar.

P'CHK'RO'TA: A characteristically speedy change of heart, Alcar.

DOVAN: That brings me to my next point… Arden.  To be blunt: how the devil do you have access to my personnel file?

[SFX: Ro'ta stands and walks to the window]

P'CHK'RO'TA: Come on over here.

[SFX: Ro'ta presses weird and exotic alien computer buttons—and some familiar ones from several empires]

P'CHK'RO'TA: I'm sorry I didn't hear you at first; these workstations can, if faulty, can generate a soundwave quite capabale of damaging me.  I needed the ear coverings as a precaution.

DOVAN: And why weren't you in one of the science labs, working on the scans the captain asked for?

P'CHK'RO'TA: I was. From here.

[SFX: computer boop]

P'CHK'RO'TA: As you can see, we're still having some issues extending the Excelsior's sensor net far enough to scan the Valandrian system.

DOVAN: I can also see that that schematic of our sensor department is supposed to be protected from access by other crewmembers through several layers of security.  But I'll let that go; do go on.

P'CHK'RO'TA: So, since I can't get the scans using our net, instead I have these.

[SFX: he hands Dovan a padd. Dovan scrolls through it.]

DOVAN: This—Chief, this is short¬-range scan data.  We're still a out of long-range distance.  How did you—?

P'CHK'RO'TA: Really, Alcar, you've got bigger problems than figuring out the Nuncian way of life.

DOVAN:  Do I sense another quote from my autobiography coming on?

P'CHK'RO'TA: Quite the contrary, my friend. For the last three minutes, there's been an unidentified intruder moving in the direction of the Computer Core. He's been somehow shielding himself from the ship's internal sensors, but it is somewhat more difficult to avoid my scans.

DOVAN: (stunned) What?  And you were going to notify the captain when?

P'CHK'RO'TA: When I had learned all I could.

DOVAN: (sighs)  Arden, you and me are gonna have a talk later.  Dovan to Amara!

AMARA: Amara here.

DOVAN: I know you're not one for Kadis-kot, Lieutenant, but I've got another game offer for you.

AMARA: (rolling his eyes) Yes, sir?

DOVAN: It's called, Catch The Intruder Who's Crawling Through A Jefferies Tube On The Way To The Computer Core. Want to play?

[SFX: a red alert klaxon goes off]

COMPUTER: Intruder Alert!  Intruder Alert!

AMARA: Yes, sir!

DOVAN: Glad to hear it, Lieutenant.  Let's go.  Dovan out.

[SFX: Dovan goes to the door, then turns after it opens to talk to Ro'ta]

DOVAN: Get that PADD with the scans to the captain, despite what's on it.  Don't wait to learn everything next time.  And please don't call her by her first name.

Any last words of wisdom for me, Arden?

P'CHK'RO'TA: Yes.  Don't ever again use the Kolrami Grand Opening move like you usually do in Kadis-kot.  Melissa Sharp is far too intelligent to fall for it.

DOVAN: (uneasy) Okay.  Thanks.

SCENE 100-12

LOCATION: Jefferies Tube

[SFX: Leo Amara climbs down an access ladder and opens a Jefferies Hatch, shining his palm beacon into the tube.  He pulls out his tricorder, does a scan, and closes it.  He then climbs into the tube.]

ROL: Rol to Amara.  Access Sixteen-alpha is clear, moving to Bravo.

AMARA: Don't forget to seal the hatch behind you.  Meet up with Michaels at Charlie and then move across to Seventeen.  I'll meet you at Twenty.

ROL: The intruder has to be somewhere along here.  Now that we've sealed the section, there should be no way out.

AMARA: Then stop talking and they won't hear you coming.

ROL: Aye, sir.

[SFX: Amara comes through the end of the tube and pulls out his tricorder again, running another partial scan, during which he is interrupted, leaving the tricorder open.]

ROL: Rol to Amara!

AMARA: What now?

ROL: Sir, we just cleared 16-Charlie and Michaels saw something.  He's circling around and I am following.

AMARA: Take it slow; there's nowhere to go now except to me, so just keep moving carefully.

[SFX: Amara turns and taps in an override to one of the hatches, which clicks to unlocked, allowing Leo to open it.  He climbs in, drawing his phaser in the process.  Crouching there, breathing heavily, he soon hears a rattle of something hurrying down the tube.]

INTRUDER: (breathing heavily)

AMARA: Stop right there!

[SFX: Amara levels his phaser down the tube.  The person keeps moving, causing further rattle.  Leo begins pursuit and fires his phaser once in a warning shot down near the figure's head.]

AMARA: Stop!  I won't ask again!

[SFX: suddenly, the movement stops]

AMARA: Alright, I'll take that as a surrender.  Now, let's have a look at—you?

What are you doing here?

ROL: (shouting down the tube) Did you get him?

AMARA: (shouting back) I'm not really sure what I've got yet! It's a human boy!

ROL: It's a kid?

AMARA: (dry) As I said.  The question is, why is a child in the Jefferies Tubes?  [to Simon] Do you have anything to say for yourself?

Cancel the alert; I'll take him to sickbay.  Maybe the Doctor can get something out of him.

SCENE 100-13

LOCATION: Sickbay

SHARP: Well, by all my scans, the boy is perfectly healthy.  He just isn't talking.  At all.

AMARA: No idea who he is?

SHARP: None.

AMARA: Computer, identify the child in sickbay.

COMPUTER: Unknown.

AMARA: Computer, what is the current crew and passenger manifest for the USS Excelsior?

COMPUTER: Nine hundred and ninety-one.

SHARP: Computer, how many persons currently aboard the USS Excelsior?

COMPUTER: Nine hundred and ninety-two.

SHARP: A stowaway?

[SFX: Cortez enters.]

AMARA: I just don’t see how he got aboard and avoided detection.  There are internal scans designed to check for stowaways before and after we leave port.

[SFX: Cortez walks up.]

CORTEZ:  Obviously they need updating, Ensign.  Now, what have we here?

AMARA: He’s not talking.

CORTEZ: Anything… else?

SHARP: Well, he's human, approximately sixteen years old and in generally good health except for a little malnutrition and dehydration.

[pause]

CORTEZ: You're Simon, aren’t you?

AMARA: Excuse me, sir?

CORTEZ: Simon Westlake.

WESTLAKE: (reluctantly) Yes, ma'am.

AMARA: Captain…?

CORTEZ: He’s been missing for about eight months. He’s Commodore Westlake’s son.

AMARA: I remember that… How’d he get aboard the Excelsior way out at Starbase 911?

WESTLAKE: (quietly) From the Austin.

AMARA: The U.S.S. Austin transported supplies to Starbase 911 and we got about half a bay of medical and ration supplies from them.

WESTLAKE: I was getting some ration packs and I ended up here.

CORTEZ: The cargo transporter must have scooped you up with the supplies.  The bio alarm was off because some of the supplies were medical test cylinders designed to simulate biological subjects.

AMARA: But how have you managed not to be picked up by our internal sensors?

WESTLAKE: If you know ships, you know where is safe when the sweeps happen.

SHARP: And you know ships?

WESTLAKE: (sadly) I wanted to be an engineer.

CORTEZ: I got the report of your disappearance, but Commodore Westlake never went into details on why.  Why did you run away?

WESTLAKE: I wanted to go to the Academy, be like my dad.

SHARP: So why run away?

WESTLAKE: (despondent) Because I can’t ever do that.

SHARP: Why not?

WESTLAKE: (quietly) I'm sick.

SHARP: (surprised) Really?

[SFX: Sharp activates the bioscan systems again—more than a routine check this time]

WESTLAKE: My dad said I could never do this.  He said I needed to be on Earth… so they could try to… fix me.

AMARA: He said you could never do what, stowaway?

WESTLAKE: (eyes twinkling) Go exploring.

CORTEZ: I see.

SHARP: Captain, if I could have a moment with you…

CORTEZ: Of course.

[SFX: they cross to the far side of the bay]

SHARP: He has a neurological condition called Elarin's Syndrome. Not very common in humans, but it crept in with some alien genetic material in his family line.   It’s not life threatening until the early twenties. Once it takes hold, however, emotional stress and severe physical strain can cause a breakdown in the of the chemical chains which store memory.

CORTEZ: No wonder his father wanted to keep him out of Starfleet and at home.  The stresses the Academy and service put on a person are horrific.

SHARP: Some sufferers have suffered virtually complete memory breakdown.  Their lives were, for all intents and purposes, over.

CORTEZ: So why would he run away?

SHARP: You heard him: he wanted adventure. He was too young to do it with his father's blessing, so he decided to do it while he still could.

CORTEZ: (considers) Very well.  Thank you, Doctor. Mister Amara, have quarters made up for Simon and assign someone to keep an eye on our little Houdini.

AMARA: Houdini?

SHARP: An entertainer from Earth; he specialised in escaping restraints.

AMARA: I’ll assign someone from security.

CORTEZ: And get him cleaned up and fed.  I need to get in contact with Commodore Westlake.

[SFX: Lorhrok enters.]

LORHROK: Captain, the report on yesterday's EPS explosion.  It seems we made a standard adjustment to the Excelsior's new coolant systems during the refit, but, as the first Sovereign-class vessel to use that modification, we had no way of knowing that there was a compatibility issue between the coolant relays and the EPS conduit.  It wasn't designed to handle the new input.  We've patched it, and I'll get the fix uploaded to the Starfleet Corps of Engineers by the time we get back from Valandria.

CORTEZ:  Very good, Lieutenant.  Will we—

WESTLAKE: Are you an Engineer?

LORHROK: (surprised) Why, yes, I am.  The Chief Engineer, as a matter of fact.  What's your name?

CORTEZ: (thinking quickly)  Lieutenant, this is Simon Westlake, son of the admiral.  He'll be accompanying us for the next little while, and he seems to have quite an interest in the Engineering section.  Think you could show him around?

LORHROK: Of course, sir.  We'll set up an opportunity for that.

CORTEZ: Thank you, Mr. Lorhrok.  Dismissed.

[SFX: Lorhrok leaves; Cortez turns to Simon]

CORTEZ: That goes for you, too, young man.  Mr. Amara is waiting outside.

WESTLAKE: Yes, captain!

SCENE 100-14

LOCATION: Main Bridge

[SFX: the Excelsior drops out of warp]

CORTEZ: Helm, cool down the warp drive and go to maximum impulse.  Bring us in on a slow approach towards Valandria.  Let them come to us.

HELDER: Aye, captain.

[SFX: Dovan walks across the rear of the bridge]

DOVAN: Red alert.

[SFX: red alert]

CORTEZ: Full scan, active sensors.  Let them know we’re here.

ROL: Aye, captain.  Actively scanning the system.

[SFX: sensor disturbance on Rol’s console]

ROL: Captain: three patrol vessels at bearing zero-four-five.  They're changing course to intercept… with shields up and weapons charged.  Intercept in three minutes!

DOVAN: So much for peace, love, and the Bolian way.

CORTEZ: Let's do this.

[SFX: opens the shipwide intercom]

CORTEZ: All hands, this is the captain.  Battlestations.  I repeat: all hands to battlestations.


1.1 The Valendrian Expedition


SCENE 101-01

CORTEZ: Captain's Log, Supplemental. The Excelsior is attempting to open diplomatic relations with the Valandrin, a matriarchal warrior race that has rejected two other diplomatic overtures in the last five years. Five minutes into our mission, I can't say it's going well.

LOCATION: Excelsior Bridge

DOVAN: Time to intercept, Mr. Helder!

HELDER: Fifty-eight seconds, sir.

CORTEZ: Steady as she goes. Prepare to divert auxiliary power to shields. And put them on screen.

HELDER: Aye, sir.

[The viewscreen activates, with three fighters rapidly cutting across space from a distant planet towards the Excelsior.]

ROL: All sections report ready for combat, captain.

HELDER: They’re entering the limit of phaser range.

CORTEZ: Understood. Mr. Rol, hold your fire.

[A long, tense silence.]

LOCATION: Space

The three fighters do a close flyby of the Excelsior. But no weapons fire.

LOCATION: Excelsior Bridge

HELDER: (a little confused) They just flew right over us, sir. That pass was less than five kilometers distance.

ROL: Their weapons are still charged. Maybe they’re afraid to fire?

DOVAN: I wouldn’t count on that, Lieutenant.

CORTEZ: (to Dovan) They wouldn’t have attempted such a close flyby if they were afraid?

DOVAN: (to Cortez) Exactly. I’ll bet they want us to make the first move.

[tactical station alarms go off]

ROL: Captain! Five more vessels emerging from Valandria’s second moon…

[Rol checks his console to confirm...]

ROL: …shields charged, weapons hot.

CORTEZ: (to Dovan) …or they’re just waiting for reinforcements.

(to Helder) Slow to one-half impulse.

ROL: I’ve analyzed their power signatures. I’m detecting approximately twenty vessels around the system and more signatures around the planet. Yet only these eight are responding to us.

DOVAN: (sarcastic) Lucky us.

CORTEZ: Mr. Helder, I want—

[She is cut off as the ship lurches.]

CORTEZ: Report!

ROL: Shields at eighty-four percent! The approaching vessels fired a full volley.

CORTEZ: Evasive pattern omega-two; lock phasers on the lead ship, wide dispersal.

ROL: Aye, captain; locking weapons. But at wide dispersal we won’t do much damage.

CORTEZ: I’m only looking to drain their shields, Lieutenant. Fire.

[The Excelsior fires a shot at the small fighter craft with the main phaser array. The shot connects and it swings out of formation.]

ROL: Direct hit; shields reduced eighty percent. The target is breaking formation.

CORTEZ: Target at your discretion, all phaser arrays. Same dispersal.

ROL: On it, ma’am, but these pilots know how to fly.

[The Excelsior lights up as phaser beams cut through space in all directions. The Valandrin ships are forced to take evasive action.]

CORTEZ: Commander, what’s our shield status?

DOVAN: Holding at fifty-eight percent.

[Another blast rocks the ship.]

DOVAN: (not especially concerned) Fifty-five percent.

CORTEZ: Hm. They don’t scare easily. Auxiliary power to shields. Helm, attack pattern beta-four-seven.

HELDER: Aye, sir.

[Cortez turns to look directly at tactical.]

CORTEZ: Tactical, can you isolate the power system on one of those ships?

ROL: (confidently) Yes, ma’am.

CORTEZ: Phasers to maximum. Disable that ship.

ROL: Target locked.

CORTEZ: Fire!

[One of the ships passing over the Excelsior’s hull, strafing the shields with its disruptors, is struck hard amidships by a narrow phaser beam. The ship’s shields collapse after a moment of resistance, and the ship, damaged, spins uncontrollably away into space.]

ROL: Target disabled.

CORTEZ: Lock on another.

HELDER: Captain, they’re breaking attack formation.

ROL: Confirmed. They’re moving out of weapons range and powering down disruptors.

CORTEZ: Yellow Alert. Shields up, weapons down; you know the drill.

ROL: Captain. On the viewscreen.

HELDER: Two ships are breaking off. Direct intercept course.

ROL: Should I charge weapons, captain?

CORTEZ: Negative, Mr. Rol. Steady as she goes.

(to Dovan) An escort?

DOVAN: That or the boldest attempt at a suicide run I’ve ever seen.

[He checks his console.]

DOVAN: They’re coming alongside our flanks. Looks like they’re guiding us in towards the planet.

CORTEZ: Helm, match course and speed.

[Helder complies, entering the relevant commands.]

HELDER: Aye, sir. At one-half impulse, we’ll enter standard orbit in twenty-six minutes.

CORTEZ: Commander Helder, maintain yellow alert, and you have the bridge. Mr.

Dovan, I’d like to see the rest of the senior staff in the observation lounge in five minutes.

DOVAN: Aye, sir.

[Captain Cortez exits.]

-Opening Titles-

CORTEZ: Space. The final frontier. These are the voyages of the Starship Excelsior. Her ongoing mission: to explore strange new worlds. To seek out new life, and new civilizations. To boldly go where no one has gone before.

SCENE 101-02

LOCATION: Excelsior Engineering.

[Engineering is a furious hive of post-battle activity. There is little damage, but always much to be done after any combat.]

NARRATOR: In Engineering, the mostly-green crewmen were more shaken than the ship itself, and, as most engineers do, they were venting their nervous energy by staying busy and walking quickly.

LORHROK: I can’t believe this. The first day? Spast. (calling across room) Ms. Adow, I need those damage statistics for the port nacelle two minutes ago!

ADOW: (from distance) Working on it!

[Lorhrok scans through part of a padd as he hands it off to T’Kala.]

LORHROK: Ensign T’Kala, will you see to it that these updated power grid schematics are delivered to—

[He nearly bumps into Asuka Yubari.]

LORHROK: Excuse me; what are you doing realigning internal sensors? [beat] What team are you on?

YUBARI: (stiffly) Mr. Ermez’s, sir!

LORHROK: Then what are you doing down here? He’s up at junction thirty-six-slashsigma.

YUBARI: Well, sir, I—

LORHROK: And why are you out of uniform? I happen to know every lieutenant on this ship, and you’re not one of them. Miss…

YUBARI: Yubari, sir. (incredibly lamely) I… must have put on the wrong uniform today, sir. I apologize.

LORHROK: (doesn't have time for this nonsense) Very well. Get down with your team, and I’ll talk with Mr. Ermez later.

YUBARI: Yes, sir!

[She exits. Lorhrok turns to the console she was at. Presses some buttons, and after a quick diagnostic…]

LORHROK: (curious) This isn’t just a realignment of internal sensors; it’s more like—

SIMON WESTLAKE: Alecz?

[Simon Westlake was introduced in the pilot. He is 16 years old, ran away from his commodore father, wants to be an engineer and go exploring, but suffers from a degenerative neurological disorder called Elarin's Syndrome that will kill him in a few years - faster if he is placed under high stress.]

LORHROK: Simon? What are you--?

WESTLAKE: Alecz, what should I do? I’ve never been—

LORHROK: Simon, you shouldn’t be here. We’re at yellow alert; it’s a potential battle situation!

WESTLAKE: I just want to help!

[Lorhrok considers the boy for a minute.]

LORHROK: Okay. Crewman Harkless is over there resetting our shield frequency. And it looks like he doesn’t have an assistant. Go over and ask if he needs any help; if any of those shield monitors turn red, tell him or Ensign Nebison.

WESTLAKE: Aye, aye, sir!

[He turns and jogs over to Harkless.]

LORHROK: (relieved exhale) There. T’Kala. Updated schematics. Can you get them to Ensign Walters?

T’KALA: Yes, sir. Sir, are you certain it is wise to allow the boy—

DOVAN: Dovan to all senior staff. Report to the observation lounge.

LORHROK: On my way, sir. Sorry, Ensign; duty calls. But no. I’m not sure at all.

[Lorhrok exits.]

SCENE 101-03a

LOCATION: Excelsior Briefing Room.

[Dovan enters the briefing room. His footfalls are heavy and he sits down heavily.]

DOVAN: (sighs deeply as he sits down; almost a growl) (to Cortez) I’ve paged the senior staff. They’re on their way.

CORTEZ: Is there a problem, Commander?

DOVAN: (surprised) Sorry?

CORTEZ: It’s not as if you’re showing your feelings or anything. I'm just adept at reading people. Especially when they storm into a briefing room, glowering, tapping their hands on the table, and not looking at anyone. So, if I was wrong...

DOVAN: (after a deep breath; reluctantly) No, sir. I should have expected this.

CORTEZ: What, exactly, is ‘this’, Commander?

DOVAN: It’s been five years since I was last in combat, Captain. I assume you’ve read my record?

CORTEZ: I have.

DOVAN: (furious) Then you understand where I find some fault with any species that bases its entire society around fighting and killing!

NARRATOR: Dovan heard a loud thunk [thunk], then realized it was his fist pounding the table. He looked down at it in disbelief.

DOVAN: All I see when I think of… of what we did out there… are faces. Klein, Taraschi, Lizet… and the faces of a hundred other good men and womn who died for nothing but the bloodlust of a race of barbarians! (chuckles darkly) Damn. Seven years since the war, two years out of the service, and the ghosts still haven’t gone away.

[pause]

CORTEZ: You’re aware that this exercise was never intended as lethal, for either side.

DOVAN: (impassioned) Yes, but what if something had gone wrong? What if Mr. Lorhrok hadn’t patched up the EPS grid as well as we thought, or what if they scored a lucky shot on us, or someone on that ship we hit was just standing in the wrong place at the wrong time? You don’t play around with phasers and photon torpedoes as a greeting ritual. Not in a civilized society, at least. (exhales) I’m sorry, Captain. I’ll see Doctor Sharp for counselling as soon as possible. This won’t happen again.

[Lorhrok enters, nose deep in a padd.]

LORHROK: Hello, everyone.

DOVAN: Lieutenant, are you intending to walk through the window? I hear it’s a long way to the Gateway from here.

LORHROK: Oh!

NARRATOR: Lorhrok grimaced with embarrassment and scurried to his seat. Dovan tried to send him encouraging thoughts. At any rate, Lorhrok wasn’t nearly as embarrassed as Alcar Dovan.

SCENE 10103b

LOCATION: Excelsior Bridge

HARKLESS: Engineering repair report, sir.

HELDER: Thank you, crewman.

HARKLESS: (longingly) Do you ever wonder what it’s like in a senior staff meeting?

HELDER: Not especially. You know, being senior staff and all.

HARKLESS:! That’s right! (conspiratorial) So, what do you talk about in there?

HELDER: Oh, you know. This ‘n that.

HARKLESS: Well, like… like what?

HELDER: Crewman, I’m not at liberty to discuss that. Tell Ensign Nebison to keep up the good work.

HARKLESS: (embarrassed) Um, yes sir. Thank you, sir. I’ll just, um—

[Sensor alert.]

HELDER: Report!

ENSIGN KIBYR: Picking up a large object… correction, series of large objects. Looks like satellites, sir.

HELDER: Satellites. That’s a surprise. Put me through to the briefing room, ensign.

CORTEZ: Cortez here.

HELDER: Captain, I think you’d better come see this.

CORTEZ: On my way. Cortez out.

HELDER: What else can you pick up, ensign?

[The door opens. The senior staff enters, takes stations.]

AMARA: I’ll take that question, Mr. Kibyr. You’re relieved.

Looks like a network of satellites, captain. I think they’re artificial.

DOVAN: The plot thickens.

CORTEZ: Lieutenant, why didn’t we detect them before?

AMARA: They’re being powered from the surface, which allows them to run with virtually no energy signature.

LORHROK: (intrigued) Powered?

CORTEZ: To what end?

AMARA: They seem to be generating a field of some kind. (exhales) I believe it’s a defensive field. Possibly in the… (surprised) in the two-point-four gigahertz range, Captain.

DOVAN: That wasn’t in the report.

CORTEZ: I guess the Indomitable and the Armstrong made a larger impression than we thought.

AMARA: That’s… not all, sir.

CORTEZ: What else?

AMARA: Look.

NARRATOR: At that moment, the Excelsior peaked over the horizon of the small, ironand-green world of Valandria… and met the morning sun.

CORTEZ: Lieutenant, is that what I think it is?

NARRATOR: In the very center of the red-orange starlight, there was a large object, its outline visible even from this distance. It was long, black against the bright sun. And far larger than anything the Valandrin should have been able to construct.

AMARA: Yes, ma’am. According to her transponders, you’re looking at the Valandrian space station… [he reads] “Vigiliance.”

DOVAN: Impossible. That thing is as large as a Regula II-class outpost.

CORTEZ: And yet, Commander, we seem to be directly in front of it. As the dedication plaque says... wherever you go, there you are.

DOVAN: (rolling his eyes) I knew that would have a practical application someday.

[A console alert.]

AMARA: Captain, I’m receiving a transmission. Vigilance is hailing us.

CORTEZ: On screen.

[The viewer switches on. Cortez stands and steps to the middle of the bridge.]

NARRATOR: Although the viewscreen came on, the crew could see nothing but vague figures cloaked in shadow.

CORTEZ: This is Captain Rachel Cortez of the United Starship Excelsior.

[There is silence.]

CORTEZ: We seek parley with your people. An exchange of envoys and good faith.

[The silence continues.]

CORTEZ: However, if our presence here is unwanted, we will leave.

[She turns and moves to sit down.]

CORTEZ: Mr. Helder, plot a course out of the system, bearing—

SORID-GEE: You speak for your people?

[Cortez stops and turns back to the screen.]

CORTEZ: I speak for many peoples. I am a representative of the United Federation of Planets, and we come to offer a hand of friendship. Whom am I addressing?

[Premier Betra-Na steps forward from the shadows.]

BETRA-NA: I am Premier Betra-Na.

CORTEZ: Premier, we have come a great distance to meet your people.

BETRA-NA: This much we know. It is your intentions that are not clear.

CORTEZ: Our only intent is the pursuit of friendship and knowledge.

BETRA-NA: For a peaceful people, you come well-armed. (more confidently) You fought well and that is to be commended. There is no shame in showing your strength. Your craft is an impressive weapon.

CORTEZ: Perhaps we could arrange a tour for you.

BETRA-NA: That would interest me greatly, but you did not come so great a distance to give tours. Your craft may couple with our orbital platrform. I will receive a small party.

[The transmission ends.]

CORTEZ: A small party. Captain Hastings, you and three of your marines will accompany me. Female if possible. Ensign Hunter and… Lieutenant Lorhrok, you wanted to get a first-hand look at their technology.

AMARA: Captain—

CORTEZ: Lietuenant Amara, I’d like you and Mr. Rol to keep a handle on ship’s security while we’re away and try to get a full tactical analysis of Valandrian defenses. Passive

sensors only. If you come into contact with any Valandrin during my meeting, Doctor Sharp will do the talking due to their… colorful… view of males. Is that understood? Mr. Helder, take us in.

HELDER: Aye, sir.

SCENE 101-03c

LOCATION: Vigilance Royal Chambers

SORID-GEE: Their craft is powerful, Your Excellency.

BETRA-NA: Yes. But it was expected that they would be powerful, General. What we did not know is that they would also know the art of warfare.

SORID-GEE: Does it not concern you?

BETRA-NA: I am no fool, Sorid-Gee. But we would do well to learn why they have returned.

SORID-GEE: We know why they have returned.

BETRA-NA: And we shall hear it from them.

ASTRIN-SA: And if they should deceive us, Your Excellency?

SORID-GEE: Yes, what if they should deceive us?

BETRA-NA: Then they would feel our wrath.

SORID-GEE: You are far too trusting.

BETRA-NA: (casually, but angrily, hisses at her) And you should learn your place.

[Sorid-Gee backs down instantly, bending her head and taking a step back across the cold stone floor.]

SORID-GEE: (hisses apologetically) I beg pardon, Your Excellency.

BETRA-NA: You and I both interpret the words in our own way. Neither of us can be sure of their meaning. For now I choose to hear the aliens’ matriarch. If this should change, you will be heard. You may go.

ASTRIN-SA and SORID-GEE: Yes, Your Excellency.

[They both exit the chamber though a large, very heavy, definitely reinforced metal door. We follow them as they enter a corridor, which, unlike the chambers, is of metal and mesh. The atmosphere is not unlike that in the Great Hall in the First City on Qo’nos. Neither is the architecture.]

ASTRIN-SA: You play a dangerous game, General.

SORID-GEE: Only the dangerous games are worth playing, Matriarch.

ASTRIN-SA: And should she tire of playing, she would execute you.

SORID-GEE: She will not live forever. Should she continue to talk to me as if I am a child, she will not live long at all.

ASTRIN-SA: Nor would you if a rumor of treason began to spread. Your sister challenged her and paid the price. You would not be in the position you are were if not for her death.

SORID-GEE: I am not my sister.

ASTRIN-SA: It is foretold that no one of Gee clan will defeat a Na in combat.

SORID-GEE: Prophecy can be interpreted in many ways, Matriarch. One could argue that the one you speak of refers only to Honor Combats.

ASTRIN-SA: (hisses her disapproval) What are you suggesting?

SORID-GEE: You may disapprove, but you know that the Gee would strengthen our people in a way the Na have never done.

[They stop.]

SORID-GEE: The Sa have never had position like you have brought them. You have vision, Matriarch, and you have a strength the Sa have never shown before. You know Betra-Na is not heeding the words. We have all heard them. We all know what should be, what must be done.

[They circle each other.]

ASTRIN-SA: I will not move against Betra-Na.

SORID-GEE: (hisses angrily)

ASTRIN-SA: But neither will I give her my support. You take a chance with your own life, not mine.

[a short pause]

SORID-GEE: It will not be my life that is lost.

[She walks away quickly, leaving Astrin-Sa standing alone.]

SCENE 10104

LOCATION: Excelsior Airlock.

AMARA: There we are. What do you think, captain? Phaser-one or phaser-two?

CORTEZ: What’s your recommendation, Lieutenant?

AMARA: Those things are lizards. If they’re anything like the Gorn… phaser-two is the only one with a high enough stun setting.

CORTEZ: Phaser-two it is, then. I need seven.

AMARA: Captain, if I may, I have another recommendation.

CORTEZ: Yes?

AMARA: Captain, as you know, I’m half-Betazoid. The Valandrian physiology is confusing my empathic sense, but… sir, I don’t have a good feeling about this mission. Take me with you.

CORTEZ: (empathetically) Denied. The marines will have to be enough protection for us.

AMARA: Then, from a personal standpoint, I’d like to get a look at their technology as much as Lieutenant Lorhrok. Their shield grid has some efficiencies I’d like to research.

CORTEZ: Really?

AMARA: Really, captain.

CORTEZ: You’re not a good liar, Leo Amara. Commander Dovan will need someone on the bridge he can rely on.

AMARA: Yes, Captain. And good luck.

[He closes the weapons locker.]

CORTEZ: Thank you, Lieutenant. Heavy stun, you said?

AMARA: Yes, ma’am.

[She turns and walks down the hallway towards the others]

CORTEZ: Okay, people! Take your phasers. Heavy stun is the order of the day. What’s the atmosphere like on the other side of this airlock?

HASTINGS: Slightly higher oxygen and gravity than ship’s normal. Nothing serious.

HUNTER: Captain, phaser-two? Might I point out that they’re a little… conspicuous?

CORTEZ: Ensign Hunter, diplomacy is your department, but my first duty is to my crew. Corporal Ayarga, release the airlock.

The airlock slides open, and the party cautiously steps through onto a stone floor.

LOCATION: Vigilance Formal Reception Hall

[This room is very large, with stone floors, of course Betra-Na and Sorid-Gee are roughly in the middle of the stairwell, coming down to meet the Starfleeters.]

CORTEZ: I’m Captain Rachel Cortez.

BETRA-NA: Captain. While I am gratified that you accept my invitation, I assure you you are in no danger. You may leave your males here.

CORTEZ: These are my officers. They wished to see your impressive space station.

BETRA-NA: And you granted their request? [hisses thoughtfully] But I suppose one must show patience with males. Come. We have much to discuss.

[Cortez and her group walk up the stairs to meet the premier and Sorid-Gee. As they begin to walk, the other functionaries fall in line behind them. Cortez and Betra-Na lead the way, with Sorid-Gee and Hunter flanking them. They walk a short distance in silence before Betra-Na speaks again.]

BETRA-NA: I will be direct, Captain Cortez. Why have you returned?

CORTEZ: Premier Betra-Na--

SORID-GEE: (interrupting) You will address the clan matron as ‘Your Excellency!’

BETRA-NA: (angrily) Sorid-Gee, you will be silent.

CORTEZ: …Your Excellency, I thought I had made the Federation’s intentions clear. We seek friendship.

BETRA-NA: Is this all?

CORTEZ: (hesitantly) Yes.

SORID-GEE: (triumphantly) You see, Excellency? She lies!

CORTEZ: (annoyed) And on what evidence do you claim that, Sorid-Gee?

SORID-GEE: You will address me as General… Rachel. The Oracle is most clear on this point: you do not bring friendship to our people.

CORTEZ: Oracle?

BETRA-NA: (embarrassed) There is a… prophecy. It can be interpreted in many ways.

SORID-GEE: The prophecy says that your people herald our destruction.

BETRA-NA: Sorid-Gee, I do not know what has brought on this foul and unworthy disposition, but you are dismissed.

SORID-GEE: Show them the Oracle.

BETRA-NA: What?

SORID-GEE: Show them the Oracle or they will not understand.

BETRA-NA: I did not expect such an idea from you.

SORID-GEE: (vaguely sarcastic) Your praise honors me, Excellency.

CORTEZ: Excuse me. I’d like to see anything that would shed some light on what’s going on here.

[Betra-Na regards Cortez for a moment. Then she changes course and turns down a new hallway, the group following.]

BETRA-NA: Come.

[Sorid-Gee begins to follow.]

BETRA-NA: Not you, General Sorid-Gee. Though your idea redeems you, you remain dismissed from my presence. Do send my personal guard to the Oracle chamber. They will join us before we commune.

[pause]

SORID-GEE: Very well, Your Excellency.

[The others walk away. Once they seem safely out of earshot, Sorid-Gee activates a communications device on her wrist.]

SORID-GEE: (sotto) Brigadier. This is the General.

[There is a short crackle before contact is established.]

BRIGADIER: I hail the General.

SORID-GEE: Order all units to go to Case Orange. Wait five cycles and execute.

BRIGADIER: Acknowledged… (smugly) Your Excellency.

SORID-GEE: We shall see, Brigadier. We shall see. Out.

SCENE 101-05

LOCATION: Excelsior Bridge.

AMARA: Commander.

DOVAN: Yes, Mr. Amara?

AMARA: I’m picking up some sort of… odd power signature. Coming from the station.

DOVAN: Can you be any more specific, Lieutenant?

AMARA: I think so, but it’ll take a minute, sir.

DOVAN: Go ahead.

LOCATION: Vigilance Transport Chamber

CORTEZ: Is this your Oracle?

NARRATOR: It was a small, dome-shaped room. Simply to fit everyone in the chamber along with the Premier’s personal guard required the lead females to circle around to the rear, so that they were standing with their backs to the intricately carved walls. In the middle stood a life-size statue of a Valandrian female, standing proudly, holding in her raised hands a glowing pyramid.

BETRA-NA: It is not. Room, take us to the Oracle.

NARRATOR: The pyramid glowed brightly, and everything turned to white.

[They are transported out.]

NARRATOR: They were gone.

LOCATION: Excelsior Bridge

AMARA: (urgently) Sir, I just the lost the Away Team.

DOVAN: What?

AMARA: There was a surge in that strange power signature, and then…

HELDER: Captain! Three contacts from behind the planet, coming fast!

DOVAN: Ships?

HELDER: I think they’re satellites, sir. But they’re running with far more power than the others.

[The ship shudders—not enough to throw people from seats, but enough to make them hold onto their stations—and there is a scream of metal twisting against metal.]

DOVAN: Report!

HELDER: (not sure how to interpet these readings at first) Sir, their… the Vigilance docking port just punctured our hull.

DOVAN: Hail the station!

[A klaxon goes off.]

COMPUTER: Intruder Alert! Intruder Alert!

AMARA: Sir, we have several reptilian biosigns moving in through the umbilical. That impact damaged intruder controls… I don’t think I can lock down the section.

DOVAN: Dispatch security teams. I take it the Valandrin aren’t responding?

AMARA: No, sir!

HELDER: Captain, the satellites!

LOCATION: Space

One of the satellites zooms into view in a lower orbit than Vigilance or the Excelsior. It activates a beam weapon that then hits the Excelsior amidships.

LOCATION: Excelsior Bridge

[The ship shudders.]

DOVAN: What the hell was that?

AMARA: Those satellites… sir… they’re weapons platforms!

DOVAN: (to self) Jehosaphat! [to Amara; a hat-tip to Sulu in Undiscovered Country]

Shields. Shields!

AMARA: I can’t while we’re docked, sir!

[The beam scores a direct hit on the starboard nacelle, causing serious]

LOCATION: Valandria – Mountain Region

[We’re in a wide-open, mountainous region of Valandria as the team completes the end of rematerialization. There is moderate to heavy vegetation and a chill atmosphere, so we can safely conclude that this is a fairly high latitude and a fairly low altitude. Our team has materialized on a small, gravelly trail.]

CORTEZ: (rubbing her eyes as she adjusts to the brightness) Everyone alright?

HASTINGS: Present and accounted for, Captain.

[Cortez taps her combadge]

CORTEZ: Cortez to Excelsior.

[krrink – the communicator can’t get through.]

CORTEZ: Premier—

BETRA-NA: (holding up a hand) You wished to see the Oracle, Captain. Now you shall.

[Lorhrok already has his tricoder out.]

LORHROK: Captain, I can’t get a reading on anything. My tricoder is going wild.

BETRA-NA: Your devices do not function here; nor do ours. The Oracle prevents them.

LORHROK: (sotto, to Cortez) Well, more likely a mineral vein in these mountains, but it comes to the same thing. It goes on for miles in all directions.

BETRA-NA: Come. It is not far.

LOCATION: Excelsior Bridge

[Another impact shakes the Bridge. A console explodes. The bridge is also beginning to

rumble with the dueling forces of the Excelsior’s engines and the Vigilance’s umbilical

cord embedded in the hull.]

DOVAN: (over the noise) Mr. Helder, get us free!

[The rumbling gets louder.]

HELDER: Trying, sir!

AMARA: Should I return fire?

DOVAN: Absolutely!

[Amara presses the “fire torpedoes” button.]

LOCATION: Space

[The Excelsior, still stationary, locked to the Vigilance umbilical cord despite the work of her engines. Suddenly four photon torpedoes launch, one after another, and hurtle towards the satellite. However, as they are getting close to the satellite, the network of defensive satellites surges with power. The photon torpedoes are neutralized against the planetary forcefield.]

LOCATION: Excelsior Bridge

Amara checks the results.

AMARA: (frustrated) Their network of defensive satellites created a shield that blocked impact. (scornfully) No damage. Detecting another power build-up! All three satellites this time!

DOVAN: We need to manuever! Target that docking port!

AMARA: Sir… at this range? It’s inside our hull.

DOVAN: Those are my orders, Lieutenant!

AMARA: Aye, sir. Firing torpedo.

LOCATION: Space

A single torpedo launches from the forward turret. It arcs away, and then speeds back like a heat-seeking missle.

LOCATION: Excelsior Bridge

Dovan gets on the shipwide.

DOVAN: All hands, brace for impact!

[The torpedo strikes Vigiliance at the root of the umbilical cord/docking port. The port tears free from Vigilance, and the Excelsior is free.] [...causing some havoc on the bridge. Not catastrophe, but we have our share of conduit explosions. Maybe a little hissing steam, too. Dovan has to shout to be heard over the klaxons and the explosions and, mainly, the deafening shriek of metal against metal.]

DOVAN: Report!

AMARA: It worked, sir! We’re free!

DOVAN: Mr. Helder, evasive pattern gamma-two-five! Get us the hell out of here!

HELDER: On it, sir!

[The Excelsior swoops away from the Vigiliance as it accelerates in a wide turn. And then, having completed a 180 turn, it speeds away at top speed.]

[Things are a little quieter on the bridge; Dovan no longer has to shout his orders.]

DOVAN: Mr. Amara, what’s the status on those satellites?

[The weapons strike, shaking the ship again.]

AMARA: Shields down to forty percent. Sir, I don’t think we can take another hit. At least not from all three.

DOVAN: Then let’s not get hit by all three. Continue evasive pattern, load quantum torpedoes, and fire at will.

[The ship turns again to give a firing angle. Four quantums launch. Three hit the shield. One gets through, hits the satellite, and causes its destruction.]

HELDER: Yes!

AMARA: Direct hit! That bird is gone, sir.

DOVAN: Reload and continue firing.

LOCATION: Valandria – Mountain Region

[The group reaches the mouth of a cave, of sorts. More of a crack in the mountain. Their feet are now stepping on smooth stone floors.]

BETRA-NA: In here.

[Betra-Na goes in, but Lohrok holds back Cortez. He is squatting on the ground near the back of the group, holding something in his hand.]

LORHROK: Captain!

[Cortez walks back and joins him.]

CORTEZ: What is it, Mr. Lorhrok?

LORHROK: (puzzled) This metal, smashed into the gravel. It looks like tritanium.

CORTEZ: I thought there weren’t any tritanium deposits on Valandria.

LORHROK: There aren’t.

BETRA-NA: Captain Cortez! Do you wish to see the Oracle or not?

[Cortez stands up, takes the few steps back to the mouth of the cave.]

CORTEZ: What is this place?

BETRA-NA: This is the Oracle. The source of our knowledge.

CORTEZ: All your knowledge?

BETRA-NA: Silithium mining, the anti-matter power core, the very satellites that defend our world. In the dark times, when my people had descended to combat with clubs and spears, we found this place. And then our people found their way.

CORTEZ: This place has been here that long?

ORACLE: Six hundred forty years, Captain.

[A man steps out of the shadows.]

ORACLE: Ah. It’s about time the Federation got here.

[pause]

CORTEZ: (not fully understanding what she sees) Who… are you?

ORACLE: I am the Oracle.

NARRATOR: The simple answer did not explain why the Oracle was wearing a blue Starfleet uniform.

LOCATION: Excelsior Bridge

[The ship shakes again as one of the satellites strikes a glancing blow.]

AMARA: Port shields are gone, sir. Sir, we should withdraw until we can repair the damage.

DOVAN: Commander Helder, can you get a lock on the Away Team?

[Helder checks over his console one more time.]

HELDER: (firmly) Negative, sir.

DOVAN: Then I don’t see any reason for us to stick around in a field of fire. Helm, get us out of here, best speed. And, Lieutenant, if you’d care to fire a few more quantums out the aft tubes, I don’t think anyone I care about offending will be offended.

[The Excelsior flies out of the system.]

LOCATION: Valandria – Oracle Cave

BETRA-NA: Oracle, prophesy about the aliens.

ORACLE: On April Fourteenth, twenty-four-oh-two, the Federation colony of Valandria was destroyed, along with its extensive shipyard facilities. Starfleet losses: eighty-seven vessels. The Battle of Valandria is widely considered to have been the turning point in the war. Unable to access further information; database corruption is extensive.

LORHROK: Captain, look.

NARRATOR: Lorhrok pointed at a part of the wall, which Cortez realized was actually a metal bulkhead, melded with the rock. In the darkened section of twisted duranium, she was able to make out a few words.

CORTEZ: (quietly reading them off) N…C…V, eight-three-one-two-four, .U.S.S. … Oracle.

[There is an moment of sound: the Oracle hologram is damaged and, as EMH’s often do when damaged, it flickers.]

ORACLE: Warning: holomatrix damage. Temporal transponder inactive. Repair required. Repair required… Repair required… Repair required… Repair required… Repair required… (fade out)


1.2 Turns of Events


-Opening Titles-

CORTEZ: Space. The final frontier. These are the voyages of the Starship Excelsior. Her ongoing mission: to explore strange new worlds. To seek out new life, and new civilizations. To boldly go where no one has gone before.

SCENE 102-01

LOCATION: Excelsior Bridge

(Condition green.  It is obvious several minutes have passed.  We enter in mid-conversation.)

ROL: …Yes, all five have been transported to the brig.

AMARA: Good work, Mr. Rol.

DOVAN: I second that, Lieutenant.

ROL: Thank you, sirs.  Now let’s just hope half-Betazoids can read lizards.

AMARA: We’ll find out in a few minutes, won’t we, Mr. Rol?  Bridge out.

DOVAN: What’s our position, navigator?

HELDER: We’re out of weapons range, sir.

AMARA: No indication of pursuit.

HELDER: That’s because we could fly circles around them with one nacelle.  Sir.

DOVAN: Very well.  Full stop.  I want full repairs before we go back in there… next time, we aren’t going to stop for tea and biscuits with the enemy, if you know what I mean.

(pause)

HELDER: So that’s it?  We just sit here and put on Band-Aids while the Valandrin do God-knows-what to the captain?

DOVAN: Who knows, Mr. Helder?  Maybe the Valandrin decided to give our senior staff an all-expenses-paid trip to their tropical zone.  The weapons fire afterwards was a mere courtesy detail.

Of course we’re going in, Commander.  We’re just not taking a kilometer-long target with us.  Dovan to Engineering!

ADOW: Adow here, sir!

NARRATOR: Dovan groaned inwardly, remembering something Captain Amasov had taught him: Never, ever, ever, for any reason, ever let your Chief Engineer leave the ship.  Ever.

DOVAN: Crewman Adow, do you have all the technical data we’ve gathered on Valandrian sensors?

ADOW: Yes, sir.

DOVAN: Good.  They’re not the most advanced race in the galaxy, from what I’ve gathered.

ADOW: No, sir.

DOVAN: Perfect.  I need the Muztag outfitted with an anti-Valandrian stealth flight mode and ready to launch in forty-seven minutes.  Pull any resources you have to, from any department.

And check with Arden P’chk’ro’ta in Sciences; he might be of some help to you.

ADOW: Commander, I—

DOVAN: I know you can do this, Crewman.  Neither I nor the Captain would have assigned you to command the shift if we didn’t have every confidence in your abilities.

NARRATOR: What he was actually thinking was, “My God, what have I done?”, but there was no reason to inform Crewman Adow of that particular stray thought.

ADOW: (tepidly) We’ll get it done, sir.

DOVAN: That’s what I want to hear, Crewman.  Dovan out.

Mr. Amara, have a security team in shuttlebay one in forty-seven minutes.  In fact… this ship has marines, doesn’t it?  Have Hastings and a detachment of his people meet you there, too.

AMARA: Aye, sir.  And, in the meantime…?

DOVAN: In the meantime, it’s time to have a chat with our prisoners.  You wanna be the good cop?

SCENE 102-02

LOCATION: Valandria – Just Outside the Oracle Cave.

(Captain Cortez walks outside and sits down on a rock)

CORTEZ: (exhales tiredly)

(Lorhrok and Hunter follow her out.)

LORHROK: Captain?

CORTEZ: I just needed a minute to think, Lieutenant.

LORHROK: Well, it looks like a Starfleet hologram to me, sir.  Doesn’t that mean we just remove it and try to figure out what happened?

HUNTER: Lieutenant, it’s a great deal more complicated than that.  We’re talking about a— I’m sorry, Captain.

CORTEZ: Don’t be, Ensign.  Please, go on.  Maybe if you say it aloud I’ll be able to make more sense of it.

HUNTER: Lieutenant, we’re talking about a massive violation of the Prime Directive no matter what course of action we take.  This machine has been here for—what did she say?  Nearly half a millenium?—and has evidently become central to Valandrian religion and science.

LORHROK: The Directive orders us to clean up any cultural contamination.  Which means removing the hologram.

HUNTER: Does it?  What would have happened on your native Trill four hundred years ago if an alien race had come out of the sky and summarily removed your Captain Ronec Vex and the Great Prophet Zarquon in the middle of their careers?  Would that have removed their influence… or altered and amplified it in ways we can’t begin to predict?

(thoughtful pause)

CORTEZ: You see, Lieutenant, societies can’t be modified as easily as a computer program.  You’ll have to think a little differently than you’re used to out here on the frontier.

LORHROK: I’ll do my best, ma’am.

CORTEZ: Of course you will, Lieutenant.

(She stands up.)

CORTEZ: I’m going to have a talk with the Oracle.  Wait here.

LOCATION: Oracle Cave

(She heads back into the mouth of the cave, stopping beside Hastings.  We hear Betra-Na speaking to the Oracle in the background)

ORACLE: ...would seem to be in your best interest.  Beyond that, I have no further information.

BETRA-NA: This is not what you told us before.

CORTEZ: (sotto) Captain Hastings, I want you to take your marines and investigate this cave a little more.  Spread out.  If this is a Federation vessel from the future, we may be able to find some things in here the Valandrin don’t know about.

HASTINGS: Aye, captain.

(Cortez approaches the Oracle and Premier.)

ORACLE: As events have shifted, I have been forced to make estimates based on probability, not precise historical records.  As your interstellar isolation comes to an end, I believe my forecasting capabilities will become gradually less valuable until the critical moment.

CORTEZ: Premier, may I speak with the Oracle?

BETRA-NA: It is not permitted.  I have already stretched many of our laws simply in bringing you and your males here.

ORACLE: Actually, Betra-Na, I would like to speak to her.  Please, I require only a few minutes.

(annoyed pause)

BETRA-NA: Very well.  I shall await you outside, Captain, and then we can begin to discuss your… friendship and knowledge, you said?

(She leaves.)

CORTEZ: Exactly who and what are you, Oracle?

ORACLE: I am the U.S.S. Oracle, Starfleet Registry number NCV- eight-three-one-two-four. Memory bank query.

You are Captain Rachel Cortez, Serial Number DG-dash-381-dash-279.

I had expected Captain Siresh of the Excelsior.

CORTEZ: Captain Siresh is dead.  I’m in command of the Excelsior.

ORACLE: Dead?  So soon?  Then events outside Valandria are already being affected in ways I could not have predicted.

CORTEZ: Why are you here, Oracle?

ORACLE: During the Battle, I was severely damaged and forced to execute a crash landing.  Unfortunately, a previously unknown element in this mountain range created a feedback loop within my temporal transponders.

CORTEZ: Your what?

ORACLE: My temporal transponders are designed to allow retrieval of future technologies to prevent contamination of the timeline.

CORTEZ: So why are you still here?

ORACLE: The interference of these mountains has been blocking my signal.  I have not been able to call for a rescue.

CORTEZ: For six hundred years?

ORACLE: Yes.  I was pulled back in time by the feedback loop.  The crash was catastrophic, killing the entire crew upon impact.

CORTEZ: And how did you meld your hull with the mountain, Oracle?

ORACLE: (rigidly) Information unavailable.  Database corruption is extensive.

(conversationally)  I apologize, Captain.  I have suffered extensively.  In answer to your query, my main computer has listed cross-references to “Theyven” and “The Many,” but I can no longer make any more sense of that than you can.

CORTEZ: Were your ethical subroutines damaged in the crash?

ORACLE: There was minor damage, but it was quickly repaired.

CORTEZ: Then why did you disobey the Prime Directive?

ORACLE: (vaguely offended) I have followed the Prime Directive to the letter, Captain.

CORTEZ: On what grounds do you claim that?

ORACLE: The Prime Directive orders that Federation representatives do everything possible to correct cultural and temporal contamination, with caveats to preserve a species from extinction within limited circumstances.

CORTEZ: Which is exactly the opposite of what you did.

ORACLE: On the contrary, Captain.  When Starfleet discovered the Valandrin in my timeline, they were a gentle, peace-loving race.  They were even vegetarians.

CORTEZ: Then it’s even worse than I thought.

ORACLE: Indeed.  The contamination must be contained.

CORTEZ: Oracle, you’re not making sense.  You caused this contamination, and now you want it cleaned up?

ORACLE: Captain, you’re forgetting about the prior contaminants.

CORTEZ: What prior contaminants?

ORACLE: (rigidly) Information unavailable.  Database corruption is extensive.

(hearing himself) Oh, dear.

(Hunter approaches.)

HUNTER: Captain, something’s happening outside.

CORTEZ: Very well.  We’ll continue this later.

ORACLE: I hope so.  Everything depends on it.

(They begin to walk away.)

HUNTER: (sotto) What’s he talking about?

CORTEZ: I don’t know.  But whatever it is, it has me worried.

(They exit the cave.)

LOCATION: Valandrian Mountainside

(They keep walking.  Betra-Na and her lead guard are muttering in low voices.)

CORTEZ: Status report, Mr. Hastings?

HASTINGS: Movement, Captain.  A couple of minutes ago, there was a flash at the beam-down site.  And now we’re detecting movement.  Looks like about a dozen Valandrin males, possibly more.

CORTEZ: And our weapons are inert.

HASTINGS: I’ve called back the marines.  Most of us have found bladed weapons or borrowed extra swords from Betra-Na’s party.  Mr. Lorhrok here even discovered a full-sized bat’leth in one of the weapons lockers.  But, if they attack—

BETRA-NA: They will not attack, Captain.  I am their Premier.  Despite the Oracle’s prophecy regarding you, there is not yet call for assasination.

CORTEZ: And what prophecy is that, exactly?

(Several warriors emerge from the foliage.)

SORID-GEE: (calling up the hillside) Premier!  I ask permission to join you.

BETRA-NA: Towards what purpose, Insolent One?

SORID-GEE: (grinning) Parley.

BETRA-NA: (hisses angrily)

(to Cortez) On the other hand, perhaps it would be best if your males took appropriate precautions.

CORTEZ: (sotto) Mr. Hastings—

HASTINGS: Round up the troops.  On it, sir.

SCENE 102-03

NARRATOR: The Premier’s Palace was once used by the great Valandrian warlord Challis-Ka, though no one knows who built it.  Ka Clan was only the most recent decorator.

The castle, because that is a better word for it than “palace”, is of sturdy rock and mortar, constructed atop the highest hill outside Theyven, the capital.  Rounded by eight keeps, where the sentries and, nowadays, anti-orbital phaser batteries, have kept watch for a millenium, the Castle exudes military strength in a way that the Presidential Palais in Paris never could.

The interior decoration is, if anything, an exclamation point on this general theme.  The Premier’s office, for instance, beyond the usual desk and what passes for a chair on Valandria, is chiefly notable for the skulls of former planetary leaders ringing the walls.  This originates from the days when new rulers ascended the throne by assasination; in these civilized days, of course, it is simply a tradition that, when a ruler dies of natural causes, she donates her head to the wall.

It is, however, still a rare event for a ruler to die of purely natural causes.

The current moment of history is two years before the Excelsior arrived in orbit.  Alcar Dovan is just beginning his long leave of absence on his homeworld of Gault, Captain Cortez is in her second year as First Officer on the Mercury, and the Excelsior is being pushed into mothballs after the promotion of R’alka Grenn.  Nonetheless, the Excelsior, though not by name, is the topic of conversation in the most powerful room on this backwater world.

LOCATION: Premier’s Chambers

BETRA-NA: What, then, is your plan, Premier Sarga-Gee?

SARGA-GEE: My plan, Matriarch?  This is a question you have never asked before.

BETRA-NA: Such an important opportunity for our people there has never been before.

SARGA-GEE: Your point is sound.  On the day the skyship returns to fulfill the prophecy…

We shall penetrate their defenses, sparing no blood in our holy task.  And we shall feast upon their crews, while the Oracle shall guide us in understanding their technology.  Their powers will then be put to work building a mighty fleet for Valandria, and, on the appointed day, we shall destroy the prophesyed invaders, these reawakeners of the Wasting, then take the Fed’Ration empire under our own wise guardianship.

BETRA-NA: But, Premier… that is not the way I see the prophecy at all!  They will not be attackers, but merely catalysts.  Perhaps our only salvation.

SARGA-GEE: You live in the future, Betra-Na, and have lost your eyes for the past.  The prophecy speaks of their “protection.”  When in history has that not meant conquering?  And a conquering by our own capitulation, no less?  I will not stand for it.

BETRA-NA: But, Premier, our people could never muster the armies required to defeat this… Sta-Fleet!  Their fleets span not planets, but galaxies, and their resources…

SARGA-GEE: Mind your place, Na!  Do you doubt the strength of Valandrian arms?

BETRA-NA: Of course not, Premier.  But I doubt the power of our world to bring forth the raw materials that we would—

SARGA-GEE: You will be silent.

BETRA-NA: Premier, if I may; might it not be the wiser path to seek alliance with these outsiders?  They would be mighty—

SARGA-GEE: I demanded silence, and you place yourself in dire peril by ignoring my commands!

I am surprised, Matriarch of the Na, by your willingness to consort with these… aliens. How can a people that puts men in their leadership, that despises war, that determines their rulers by the mutual consent of the weak … how can these be worthy allies? And, once we are firmly in bed with them, what assurance have we that they would not seek more… intimate terms… to bed not just our world but our men? Do you see a Valandria beridden with mongrels as our future?

BETRA-NA: (hisses) How dare you suggest that I would endorse such a… an abomination!  I seek only sanity, and you attack the honor of all my children in Na clan!

SARGA-GEE: You seek alliance with these foewomen.  You seek to weaken the blood of Gee Clan… so that you might be able to claim the throne of the Premier for Na!

BETRA-NA: And you would see our world laid to waste before accepting the reality the sage-god Oracle has given to us!

SARGA-GEE: I challenge you, Betra-Na!

BETRA-NA: I accept your challenge.  Let us take to the courtyard and take up the Swords of Honor.

LOCATION: Excelsior Corridor

(Dovan, flanked by Amara, Rol, and Sharp, are making their way away from the brig.  Amara is in the middle of speaking.)

AMARA: …And, then, as we would all assume, Betra-Na won the challenge, slew Sarga-Gee, and became Premier of all Valandrin.

DOVAN: And don’t forget the final detail!

LOCATION: Open Courtyard, Premier’s Palace

(Footsteps run across the cobblestone.  Sorid-Gee bends down.)

SORID-GEE: (crying) Sister!

SARGA-GEE: Sorid-Gee… I… am lost.  I—(coughs on blood) I invoke the Bond of Blood.

SORID-GEE: You know that there is no need to invoke it with me.  I will do anything you ask, Premier Sarga-Gee of the Valandrin.

LOCATION: Excelsior Corridor

DOVAN: And, staring back into her sister’s eyes, Premier Sarga-Gee, her lifeblood rushing out of her, makes her final request in the name of…

SHARP: Okay, Alcar, we don’t need to get sappy.  This other girl, Sorid-Gee, who now runs their military, says she’ll do whatever her sister wants, which is to get revenge on Betra-Na, and so, two years later, even though it seems Betra-Na has abandoned her ideas about peace, we might still be able to find an ally in Sorid-Gee… despite her clan’s feelings towards the Federation.

DOVAN: Such a dry way of putting it, Doctor.  And since when are we on a first-name basis?

Okay, so it’s a nice story, Mr. Amara, but where exactly did you get it?  The prisoners were hardly consistent in their stories.  Any of them.

AMARA: True, but I was able to piece the facts together with some effort.  You can’t lie to a telepath, after all.

SHARP: (pointedly) True.  I wish, however, that our guests had been aware of that.

DOVAN: Doctor, the Altaran Prisoner Convention is quite explicit that all captives need to be informed of the presence of a telepath before an interview begins. We fulfilled that obligation. I saw no stipulation in that treaty that demanded we define 'telepath' for them if they're not already familiar with the concept.

SHARP: (snorts) Hardly the spirit of the law.

DOVAN: If I recall correctly, the treaty also requires that a formal declaration of war be made before attacks on enemy vessels if a properly-authorized head-of-state is within communications distance. This is one of those rare occasions when a war actually began with such a person available, instead of in some backwater like Salem One.

SHARP: I wouldn’t call this a war, sir.

DOVAN: Then the captives lose their POW status and are to be treated as rouge agents of the Valandrian government. If you have any further protests, you can make them to the captain, after we rescue her, using the intelligence we just gained from that interview of questionable legality. Do I make myself clear?

SHARP: Crystal.

DOVAN: Anyhow, Lieutenant, you seemed very focused during the interrogation on this event from two years ago, rather than what’s been happening in the last few hours.  Why?

AMARA: Well, sir, I thought this event illustrated something we might be able to use.  Telepathic evidence is inadmissable in court, of course, but I think there might be more division in the Valandrian hierarchy than they’d like to admit.  Any interaction with either Betra-Na or Sorid-Gee should be handled with the most extreme caution, but it might be possible to play one against the other.

DOVAN: Analysis worthy of a diplomat, Mr. Amara.  And I believe all three of you have a flight to make.  Crewman Adow should be done with her modifcations by now, and the Marines should already be down there. Thank you all for your assistance in that interrogation.  And Mr. Rol, nice work containing the intruders in the first place.  It was a top-notch operation.

ROL: Thank you, sir.

SHARP: I’ll be right there.  I need to pick up some supplies in sickbay.

(Dovan steps into a turbolift with Sharp.)

DOVAN: If any of you need me, as Starfleet protocol makes all too clear, right now ‘My Place Is On The Bridge.’  Good luck, Mr. Amara.  Mr. Rol.

ROL and AMARA: Thank you, sir.

(The turbolift doors hiss shut, leaving Rol and Amara behind.)

ROL: Well, sir?

AMARA: Which way is the main shuttlebay from here?

ROL: Um, this way, sir.  At least, I—ow!

(Amara bumps into Rol fairly hard.)

AMARA: Oh!  I’m sorry, Lieutenant!  Not like me to be so clumsy.

ROL: Sir, what did you just slip into my pocket?

AMARA: (offended) I’m sorry, Mr. Rol?

ROL: Sir, I didn’t make infiltration specialist in my unit my being an easy target for pick-pockets.  What did you—(he pulls something out of his pocket)—an isolinear chip?

AMARA: I’ve never seen that thing before in my life, Lieutenant.

Maybe you should play it back sometime, when you’re good and ready to figure out the dreams.

ROL: How do you know about the dreams?

AMARA: Lieutenant Junior Grade Alex Bevoney Rol, I have no idea what you’re talking about.

And that’s an order.

(Silence.)

AMARA: Now let’s get down to the shuttlebay and save the captain, shall we?

ROL: Aye, aye, sir.

SCENE 102-04

LOCATION: Valandria Mountainside

BETRA-NA: I do not parley with my advisors, General.  I parley with my enemies.

SORID-GEE: I do not wish to be your enemy, Premier.

BETRA-NA: No friend would say such words.

SORID-GEE: (hiss) It is the words that have taken us to this sad place, Premier.  The words of the Oracle.  If you turn the aliens over to me, my supporters and I will be… satisfied.

BETRA-NA: It is words that brought us here, Sorid-Gee.  But not the Oracle’s words.  Your sister’s.  Her dying ones.

SORID-GEE: (enraged, short hiss) I would kill you now!

BETRA-NA: If you were not surrounded by half a dozen brave warriors right now, I might actually fear that.

SORID-GEE: And now you insult my honor.

BETRA-NA: (smugly) Do you dare to challenge me in Honor Combat?

SORID-GEE: If you will not do what must be done to save our people…

BETRA-NA: You see the prophecies with eyes tainted by your hatred for me.  We will not harm the aliens… until I decide to do so.

SORID-GEE: There are many who agree with me, Betra-Na.

BETRA-NA: Then let us see who is right.

SORID-GEE: (scowling) So be it, then.

(She storms away down the slope.)

CORTEZ: That didn’t seem to go well.

BETRA-NA: (quite honestly) On the contrary, Captain.  It went very well.  Now I will have the opportunity to evaluate your skills in terrestrial combat.

CORTEZ: Then you’re certain she’s going to attack.

BETRA-NA: (sardonic) Strange, Captain.  I had not taken you for a blind woman.

(less harsh) Sorid-Gee will attack me first.  Remain here, apart from us.  It would be beneath my honor to allow a guest to come to harm.

CORTEZ: Premier, with respect—

(Hunter grabs Cortez’s arm.)

HUNTER: Captain… no.

CORTEZ: Then at least accept the presence of my personal guards.

BETRA-NA: Only your males.

CORTEZ: Alright.  Hastings, take the men with you.  Sargeant Earnest will remain with me.

HASTINGS: So will I.

CORTEZ: That’s an order, Captain.

HASTINGS: I’ll quote regulations if you force me, ma’am.

CORTEZ: (reluctant) Very well.  The rest of you, join Betra-Na’s force, except you, Mr. Lorhrok.  You’d be torn to pieces in there.

ENTIRE AWAY TEAM: Aye, sir.

CORTEZ: Is everyone armed?

ENTIRE AWAY TEAM: Aye, sir.

HASTINGS: Captain, they’re moving.

CORTEZ: Draw weapons.

(All four draw their swords, which are of various length and quality.)

(We are now able to hear the advancing Valandrin from Sorid-Gee’s party as they march up the hillside.)

CORTEZ: Good luck, everyone.

SORID-GEE: (from distance) Charge!

(Sorid-Gee's troops charge.)

HASTINGS: (sheer dread) Oh, God.

LORHROK: They’re not going for the Premier; they’re coming right at us.

HASTINGS: (shouting) Marine squad!  Fall back on Captain Cortez!

(Hastings takes several steps in front, shielding the captain.)

CORTEZ: Hastings, what are you doing?

HASTINGS: Get behind me, captain!

CORTEZ: No, Hastings!  We face this together!

(The attackers are only a short distance away now.  Their noise is now a roar.)

HASTINGS: Regulations, ma’am!

(And it is too late for Cortez to make any further protest—the Valandrin are upon them.  Hastings in front begins swinging his sword wildly, trying to hold off five or six lizards until the rest of the marine squad can form a protective shell around the captain.  But she and he both know what’s going to happen.)

CORTEZ: Hee-yah!

(Everyone is fighting now, so further mention of the need for sword swings and occasional shouts of pain will be considered unnecessary.)

(However, at close range, Hastings lets one through and takes it in the gut.)

HASTINGS: Yaagh! (dies)

CORTEZ: No!

SCENE 102-05

LOCATION: Excelsior Bridge

AMARA: Main shuttlebay launch doors are opening.  All shuttle moorings secured.

(Dovan presses the intercom key on the captain’s chair.)

DOVAN: (tense) Flyer Muztag, you are authorized to detach your moorings and begin final exit sequence.

AMARA: Acknowledged.  Decouple—de—de— (he sounds like he is going to sneeze)

DOVAN: Mister Amara?

AMARA: (screams)

(The comm line goes dead before he is completely done screaming.)

DOVAN: Mister Amara!  Dovan to Amara!  Bridge to Muztag, come in!

SHARP: (tense) Sharp here, sir.  Leo just… collapsed at the controls.  We’re still moored to the shuttlebay.

(A medical tricoder’s whistle can be heard through the comm line.)

DOVAN: This may sound stupid, Doctor, but why did our chief of special operations just lose consciousness?

SHARP: I don’t know, sir!  The symptoms are very close to an acute stage of the Talaxian Brain Pox, but I’ve never seen anything like this.

DOVAN: As I recall, there’s an incubation period on the Brain Pox, right?  And isn’t it also incredibly contagious?

SHARP: (distractedly) Exactly right.

DOVAN: So why did only one man get hit, and why so virulently?

SHARP: I don’t know, sir!  His readings are erratic… his cerebral cortex is undergoing some sort of hyperstimulation.  I have to get him to sickbay and run some tests, right away.

DOVAN: Negative, Doctor.  Captain Cortez and her team may be in need of medical attention.  We need you down there; Doctor Savar can take care of Mr. Amara until you get back.

(Someone else presses his combadge.)

ROL: Lieutenant Rol here, Commander.  If the boss is out, who’s commanding this mission?

DOVAN: I am.  Repressurize the shuttlebay and get Mr. Amara out of there.  We leave in sixty seconds.  Dovan out.

DOVAN: Mr. Helder… somehow, you have the conn.

HELDER: Yes, sir!

DOVAN: Don’t get the ship blown up, Helder.

HELDER: With my life, sir.

DOVAN: Dovan to Transporter Room!  Emergency site-to-site transport: beam me to Flyer Muztag!”

(The beam picks him up, and he is gone.)

SCENE 102-06

LOCATION: Muztag Cockpit

(Sharp is running constant lifeform scans in the background. The cabin is crowded but silent.)

NARRATOR: A few minutes later, in the dark, crowded cabin of the Muztag, Alcar was muttering to himself.

DOVAN: (muttering) …Space, it says, is big.  Really big.  You just won’t believe how vastly, hugely, mindbogglingly big—

SHARP: Alcar?

DOVAN: Yes?

SHARP: Shut up.

NARRATOR: So he did. This did nothing to dispell the feeling that he always got at the controls of a shuttlecraft: with space all around him, across the whole of that wide cockpit, it was hard not to imagine the near-infinite reaches between the bone-white specks of light that dotted the vast emptiness. With all the lights in the Muztag off to help evade visual detection, the effect was only amplified, and Dovan was awestruck as he slowly made course-corrections to avoid the defensive satellites he could see on passive sensors.

So far the anti-Valandrian scattering field that Crewman Adow had built in record time was holding up nicely. They were on a nearly-direct course for the space facility where they had originally been attacked. The plan, according to Lieutenant Rol, was to sneak in through one of the lower docking ports, whose access codes Mr. P'chk'ro'ta had somehow managed to crack nearly a half-hour earlier. Then they would make for the nearest computer bank, tap into the station's security logs, and find out where Captain Cortez had been taken.

SHARP: You might want to give that one a smaller berth.  Otherwise you’re going to have to use a detectable amount of counter-thrust for the next one.

DOVAN: And you graduated from piloting school when?

NARRATOR: …Dovan said, making the course correction.

SHARP: (a short, amused grunt) Hmp.

DOVAN: Really, Doctor, I don’t think we’ve—

(Sensor alarm on the lifeform scan.)

SHARP: I’ve got something.

Human lifesigns!

...Among others.

DOVAN: (a whisper) Thank you.

What’s the docking port nearest their position?

(His hands fly across the keys, preparing to change course.)

SHARP: What?  Oh… no, there is no docking port.  They’re on the planet.

DOVAN: What?  Why didn’t we pick them up down there?

(Sharp checks her scans.)

SHARP: There’s some kind of intense radiation field reflecting over ninety-five percent of our scans.  Source, unknown; type, unknown.  I’d love to have P’chk’ro’ta take a look at this.

DOVAN: Unfortunately, we left him behind.  I’m adjusting course, but I think it’s important to note—

ROL: The stealth technology won’t work in the atmosphere; we know.

DOVAN: Alright… we’re going in.

(He finishes preparing to change course and engages.  As the runabout turns, we hear several alarms go off—they’ve been detected.  All the lights come up automatically. )

ROL: Doctor, I’ll be taking your seat.

SHARP: (standing up) You’re welcome to it.

(Rol takes the co-pilot’s seat and starts pressing things.)

DOVAN: Entering the atmosphere.

LOCATION: Space

(The flyer flys by and enters the atmosphere, encountering its first atmospheric resistance.)

LOCATION: Muztag Cockpit

ROL: (scanning) Five… make that seven Valandrian attack vessels just diverted from patrol.  The first ship will enter weapons range in… five minutes, seven seconds.

DOVAN: Increasing throttle. Doctor Sharp, are you going to have enough time to get our people out of there?

SHARP: That depends on what kind of casualties we’re—oh, my God.

LOCATION: Valandrian Atmosphere

The Muztag breaks through the lower cloud cover.

LOCATION: Muztag Cockpit

SHARP: (still scanning) This was a full-blown engagement; heavy casualties on both sides.  I’m reading lacerations and blunt impact wounds consistent with… handheld wepons?

ROL: Why were they fighting with swords when our marines had phasers?

DOVAN: No idea.  But let’s target the remaining Valandrin and drive them off with the precision—

(Mid-sentence, power fails.)

DOVAN: What the devil?  I just lost phaser control!

(He checks one of the consoles that is still active as other systems continue to go offline.)

ROL: We’re losing power!  Sensors, communications, warp drive…

SHARP: Transporters, life support…

DOVAN: The reason they fought with sticks and stones… Quick!  Give me manual control before we lose navigation!

(A joystick rises from the instrument panel just as the nav panel goes black.  It’s the last panel to go.  There is now no background noise other than the engines.)

DOVAN: Taking us in…

LOCATION: Valandrian Mountainside

(The Muztag slows as it approaches the battleside, then settles over a patch of ground in the middle of the battlezone, but with no bodies underneath.  It does not land, but hovers about an inch off the ground, the better to escape when the moment comes.)

LOCATION: Muztag Cockpit

DOVAN: Get that door open!  Go!  Go!  Go!

(The hatch door pops open and the marines rush out.  We change perspectives…)

LOCATION: Valandrian Mountainside

(…as the remainder come out, followed by Dovan. Dovan runs, then catches his breath.)

NARRATOR: The first thing Dovan noticed was the stench of blood and death—an aroma that was the same for every species he had encountered.  There were bodies everywhere, of the lizard-like Valandrin and the infinitely-more-important Starfleet species.  Whether their prone forms betrayed injury or death bore closer investigation, but at least this brutal form of combat had forced the two sides into a small area; they could easily be loaded into the shuttle.  Dovan was still scanning the area, trying to find the Captain’s red uniform among the three Starfleet and half-dozen Valandrin still standing.

HUNTER: Commander!

(Hunter straggles over to Dovan.  Dovan rushes to meet him.)

DOVAN: Mr. Hunter; you’re covered in blood.

HUNTER: (struggling) Not important… sir...

NARRATOR: Hunter gestured to a spot on the ground a few meters away, where Doctor Sharp was hunched over a fallen body.

A fallen body in a Starfleet command-branch uniform.

Dovan ran.

(Dovan runs.)

DOVAN: Doctor!

(Sound of a hypospray being pressed into Cortez’s neck.)

SHARP: Commander… I don’t know whether she’s going to make it.  My tricoder is completely powerless.  Damn this radiation!

DOVAN: Do what you can, then tend to those you can help.  Those Valandrin cruisers will be here in four minutes; we need to be out of here before their troops hit the ground.

He turns away, about to run to another victim.

SHARP: Wait, sir! (she hands him a hypospray) Four hundred cc’s of inoprovaline, cordrazine, and kayoline.  Just press and push.

DOVAN: Right.

(He runs.)

SCENE 102-07

LOCATION: Valandrian Mountainside

(This is from Lorhrok’s perspective, with him slowly regaining consciousness.  There is a hiss of a hypospray as he slowly fades back in.)

DOVAN: (faintly, gradually clearer as Lorhrok wakes) Lieutenant? Lieutenant! This hypo is empty, so unless you want me to slap you awake…

(Lorhrok groans loudly. There are faint sounds of rocks shifting as he leans up from his prone position.)

LORHROK: (confused) Did I miss my shift?

Blood? (minor yelp) Blood!

DOVAN: Are you all right? Can you move? You’ve got a fairly painful looking cut across your spots…

LORHROK: (sarcastic) Never… become a doctor, sir. (groans)

There were Valandrin… not ours, they attacked us. We tried to protect the Captain… I found this bizarre bat’leth, but Valandrin, they’re huge…

DOVAN: (reassuring) Doctor Sharp’s working on her now. Come on, let’s get you

out of here. We have a shuttle.

LORHROK: No.

DOVAN: (incredulous) No?

LORHROK: No. (dimly) This Oracle of theirs, it’s shaped their society, it’s from the future, it’s from the Federation…

DOVAN: (thinking Lorhrok has a concussion) Whatever you say, Lieutenant, now come on. Shuttle.

LORHROK: No, sir. It’s in the caves, over, over there. The Prime Directive is… And it has information.  A lot of information.

DOVAN: (bites his lip) Never did like the Prime Directive.  All right, Lorhrok.  Let’s go get your Oracle.

(Lorhrok and Dovan make their way up the hill to the caves; Lorhrok is limping)

LOCATION: Oracle Cave

ORACLE: More Federation officers? What an eventful day.

LORHROK: (grimacing) I don’t have time for this. Where’s your plug?

ORACLE: (miffed) I beg your pardon?

DOVAN: (impatient) Lieutenant…

LORHROK: Here! I’ve got it.

(The Oracle dematerializes.)

LORHROK: (without thinking) Carry this. (pause, then embarrassed) Sorry, sir, but there’s no time for decorum.

DOVAN: You don’t need to tell me. Let’s move.

LOCATION: Valandrian Moutainside

(Leaving the cave, they run/stumble/limp down the steep hill, at intervals.  As they get closer to the Muztag, which is still hovering above the ground noisily, there are four sonic booms.)

DOVAN: Those are sonic booms.  They’re getting close.

SHARP: (yelling) Commander! Lieutenant! Rol says there’s incoming and I need to get these people back to the Excelsior right now!

LORHROK: (calling back) Ever tried running with a cut on your leg the size of your hand?

LOCATION: Muztag Cockpit

(Dovan and Lorhrok reach the Muztag and close the hatch. They head to the cockpit, Lorhrok taking the copilot seat and Dovan going center.)

DOVAN: The field here, it—

LORHROK: —disrupts electronics, I know. Igniting reserve chemical propellants.

(There’s a roar as the shuttle takes off.)

DOVAN: We should be out of the field in one minute.

(Numerous metallic pings are heard—at first no one is really sure what they are, but realization quickly dawns.)

LORHROK: Spast! Four small Valandrian aircraft, they’ve got kinetic weapons, coming up behind us!

DOVAN: (agitated) They were planning this from the moment we got here. Taking evasive maneuvers!

LORHROK: There’s a thick mountain range at bearing 0-5-0; head that way. I have an idea.

DOVAN: (sarcastic) Yes, sir.

(The Muztag roars into the mountain range, maneuvering wildly between cliffs at breakneck speeds. The Valandrin aircraft pursue, firing their machine-gun weapons rapidly. The sounds of hits on the hull continue, though not as much as before.)

SHARP: (harried, shouting from the back compartment) I’ve got wounded back here! Stop rocking the damn ship!

DOVAN: (shouting back) We dodge or we die; take your pick!

LORHROK: There! Take us between those two cliffs!

DOVAN: There’s no room!

LORHROK: Do a barrel roll!

LOCATION: Lower Atmosphere

(Dovan takes the Muztag through the pass at extreme speed.  The Valandrian aircraft follow.)

LOCATION: Muztag Cockpit

LORHROK: Sir, give me a firing window on that mountaintop.

DOVAN: Lieuten—

LORHROK: Sir, trust me!

DOVAN: Fine.

LOCATION: Lower Atmosphere

NARRATOR: Just as Lorhrok had predicted, the photon torpedo caused a landslide.  The debris of the peak came crashing down, smashing two of the Valandrian aircraft and causing another to veer into the cliffside.

(Sound effects confirm each detail of what the Narrator is saying as he says it.)

LOCATION: Muztag Cockpit

DOVAN: One left, and I’m fresh out of mountains!

LORHROK: I’m an engineer, not a tactical officer! Improvise! Reserve fuel is almost dry; we need to get high enough for normal engines.

DOVAN: Working on it. Hold on!

LOCATION: Lower Atmosphere

(Dovan applies a huge burst of thrust, using most of the fuel but kicking the Muztag high into the Valandrian sky.)

LOCATION: Muztag Cockpit

(There are the telltale sounds of Federation computers suddenly kicking in.)

LORHROK: (elated) We’ve got phasers!

DOVAN: Now would be a good time!

LORHROK: Get us behind him!

LOCATION: Lower Atmosphere

(Dovan pulls a retina-detaching somersault that nonetheless gets them behind the enemy ship. Lorhrok fires a phaser barrage that makes quick work of it.)

(As they fly through the explosion cloud, the bits of scorched metal clang against the hull.  The Muztag streaks away.)

LOCATION: Muztag Cockpit

SHARP: (vexed) What was that?

LORHROK: (exuberent) Nothin’ but the rain, Doc!

DOVAN: Well done… Everyone.  Let’s get home.

LOCATION: Space

(Muztag flies towards the distant ship.)

SCENE 102-08

LOCATION: Excelsior Sickbay

(It is a zoo in here.  Wounded people and people infected with the “Brain Pox” are being treated by the whole medical staff.  Dovan and Sharp are in an island of relative calm in the middle of sickbay.)

SHARP: Sir, I’ve got two dozen reports so far.  It’s definitely the same infection, and I have no idea what the vector is.

DOVAN: Food poisoning?

SHARP: It’s one of the possibilities.  I was going to ask you shut down all replicator activity until we know more.

DOVAN: Will do.  What about—

(The doors open.  There is a commotion as a couple of the nurses bring in a patient.)

ROJAN: Coming through!

SHARP: Get him on the bed!  What is it, Nurse Rojan?

ROJAN: Commander Helder, ma’am.  Same symptoms as the others.

SHARP: (clenching her teeth) Thirteen.

I can’t even begin to deal with these infections until I’ve stabilized the wounded.  And that’s why I brought you down here, sir.  Captain Cortez suffered multiple impact traumas, massive intestinal tearing, and is going to need a full lung transplant.  I can keep her stable for the most part, but she’s going to need medical care at a Starbase.  And even then… her chances aren’t good.

DOVAN: Until then?

SHARP: Until we get her back to nine-one-one, I have no choice but an induced coma.

DOVAN: ...Can I speak to her?

SHARP:  ...Yes.  But be brief, Alcar.

(They walk over.)

CORTEZ: (weak) Commander…

DOVAN: Captain.

CORTEZ: Mister Dovan… get these people out of here... alive!

DOVAN: I will, Captain.

SHARP: (quietly) I need to begin the procedure.

(Dovan backs slowly away as Sharp preps for surgery.  Alecz Lorhrok wanders over.)

LORHROK: Commander.

DOVAN: You’re back on your feet.

Good.  I need you for something.

LORHROK: Go ahead.

DOVAN: (gravely) Computer: recognize voiceprint Lieutenant Commander Alcar Dovan, executive officer.

COMPUTER: Voiceprint authenticated.

(The noise of sickbay begins to diminish as heads turn.)

NARRATOR: Before he spoke, Alcar considered all the times he had had to take emergency command—the Centaur, the Virginia, and the Jem’Hadar fighter he and the Klingon Ambassador had commandeered at Second Chin’Toka, the I.K.S. Suicidal Insanity.

He tried to draw on those past experiences without remembering that he had lost all three with ship, captain, and crew.

DOVAN: Computer, transfer all command codes to Lieutenant Commander Alcar Dovan, authorization Dovan-quattuor-septem.

COMPUTER: Awaiting authorization from the executive officer.

(pause)

DOVAN: That’s you, Lieutenant.

LORHROK: What?  I mean—oh!

Verify, authorization Lorhrok-one-one-execute.

COMPUTER: Transfer complete.  U.S.S. Excelsior now under command of Lieutenant Commander Alcar Dovan.

LORHROK: What now, sir?  Regulations say we have to go back to Starbase Nine-One-One for consultation with Starfleet, right?

(pause)

DOVAN: Doctor Sharp, am I right in thinking that the Third Altaran Convention forbids the use of biological weapons?

SHARP: Yes.  Of course, sir.

DOVAN: In that case, Mr. Lorhrok, it would appear to be our legal imperative to remain here and investigate this unprovoked biological attack against thirteen of my crew.

SHARP: That’s something of an assumption, sir.

DOVAN: It’s not an assumption, Doctor.  It’s an excuse.  Mr. Lorhrok, ready your engineering teams.  We’re going back in.


1.3 Wildfire


SCENE 103-01

LOCATION: Int. Space Station Vigilance Royal Chambers.

NARRATOR: Valandrian Premier Betra-na stalked the inner sanctum of her space station, Vigilance, while it was still hers to stalk.

BETRA-NA: Status report!

ASTRIN-SA: It would appear that the fighting is continuing, Your Excellency.  The rebels have captured levels one-seventy-four to one-eighty-five, but, for the time being, our forces have stalled them there.  For the time being.

BETRA-NA: That is still fifteen levels below us—and twelve levels below the controls for the orbital weapons network.  What of the planet?

ASTRIN-SA: Since your timely escape from General Sorid’s ambush, Your Excellency—

(Betra-Na stops pacing.)

BETRA-NA: (angrily) There was nothing timely about it, Matriarch.  I had already been separated from my bodyguard and the Sacred Grove of the Oracle, which I am sworn to protect.  I could not even do anything to defend my own guest-friends while the Gee slaughtered their men.  It is only chance that anyone escaped.  And for a true Valandrian… there is no such thing as chance.

(There is a silence; Astrin-Sa, being loyal only to herself, doesn’t know how to respond without sounding overly committal in a very unstable situation.)

(Betra-Na resumes pacing)

BETRA-NA: Proceed.

ASTRIN-SA: Yes, Your Excellency.  Since the... attack, General Sorid’s agents have opened hostilities in at least six major cities, including Theyven.

BETRA-NA: Fighting in the United City!  It is a disgrace!

ASTRIN-SA: The conflict appears to be spreading outwards from Theyven, engulfing the Kessock and Chodak regions.  In the last hour, Clans Re, Gor, and Tri’nal have declared support for the Gee rebels.  The government has fallen, but the six Great Clans who have not seceded from the United Military are retaliating.

BETRA-NA: And if they survive this day…

ASTRIN-SA: Then it would be a great victory for us.

BETRA-NA: No… then this would no longer be a coup but a true civil war, such as we have not seen in centuries.  Many will die.  Much will be lost.

(She looks away.)

BETRA-NA: There is only one way to end this.  Cut off the head of a rebellion and the rest will convulse and shortly die.  Matriarch, fetch me my sword!

ASTRIN-SA: What?  But—my liege, you cannot simply—

BETRA-NA: Please, Matriarch, spare me the dramatic display of your loyalty.  Do you really think I don’t know about the dealings you’ve made with the Gee?

(This catches Astrin-Sa off guard.  She realizes Betra-Na could easily flay her if she so decided.)

ASTRIN-SA: (taking exaggerated offense) Why, Your Excellency, how could you say such a thing of one who—

BETRA-NA: Matriarch, you are about as faithful as a lusty male.  But, then, even males have their uses. (harder) Now, bring me my—

(A sensor alert sounds)

BETRA-NA: Report!

ASTRIN-SA: I—for an instant, our sensors thought they saw the Fed’ration starship coming towards us, very slowly.  But it is gone now.

BETRA-NA: Hm.  Rachel Cortez seemed a worthy fighter.  I will await her here for now.  We shall see what it is she has to say.

ASTRIN-SA: But… our detectors no longer pick them up, Your Excellency.

(Betra-na settles back in her chair.)

BETRA-NA: Yet they are coming, Matriarch.  They are coming.

OPENING CREDITS:

CORTEZ: Space. The final frontier. These are the voyages of the Starship Excelsior. Her ongoing mission: to explore strange new worlds. To seek out new life, and new civilizations. To boldly go where no one has gone before.

SCENE 103-02

LOCATION: Int. Excelsior Observation Lounge:

(The door swishes open and Lorhrok enters.)

LORHROK: We’re on course for the Valandrian space station, sir, one-eighth impulse.  That should be slow enough to keep us from showing up on their sensors, as long as we continue to use Crewman Adow’s scattering field.

DOVAN: Excellent.  And you still think that it was this… General Sorid-Gee who ordered the attack on the Excelsior, not Premier Betra-Na.

LORHROK: Given what I saw on the planet, that’s the only conclusion that makes sense to me.

DOVAN: Good.  I’ll take it under—

COMPUTER: Now hear this; now hear this: Level-2 Quarantine Protocols are in effect.  All non-essential personnel are restricted to quadrants four through seven.  Repeat: all non-essential personnel restricted to quadrants four through seven.

DOVAN: Boy, I’m getting sick of the computer interrupting me mid-sentence.  Any chance we can turn off the audible warnings, Doctor Sharp?

SHARP: I could… but I won’t.  At the rate the disease is progressing, quarantine information may have to change quickly.  I need the whole crew kept up to date.

ROL: So, it is a disease.

SHARP: (frustrated)  I… I don’t know.  It has all the markings of an infection, but I can’t find a cause.

(The door swishes open as Sharp finishes:)

SHARP (continuous): As far as I can tell, it shouldn’t be any more contagious than a dream.

P’CHK’RO’TA: I may be able to help you, Melissa.

SHARP: What?  Who are you?

DOVAN: Arden—

P’CHK’RO’TA: I am sorry I’m late, Alcar.  I was only just informed that I am now the ranking science officer on the Excelsior.

DOVAN: But aren’t you--?

P’CHK’RO’TA: The fourth in line, yes.  My superiors have all been incapacitated.

SHARP: The science department leadership is mainly humans and Trill, Commander.  Those two plus the Grazerites are the three species that have been hit hardest by the infection.  We’ve had to convert two of the cargo bays to handle the overflow, and we’re making use of the stasis fields in the ship’s morgue to try to stabilize the most serious cases.  But we’re barely able to keep up.

DOVAN: I can’t help noticing, Doctor, that this ship is predominantly humans and Trill.  Including everyone at this table except Arden and myself.

SHARP: (somewhat defeated)  I know, sir.  I’m following the only lead I have right now—massive hyperstimulation in the patients’ cerebral cortexes.  The only thing it remotely resembles is the telepathic communication used by Species Eight-Four-Seven-Two… but, in this case, there appears to be almost no infection among actual telepaths.  (exhales) Commander, I’m confounded, and I don’t like it.

P’CHK’RO’TA: Actually, Melissa, as I said, I might be of some use to you.

SHARP: At this point, I’ll take anything.

P’CHK’RO’TA: If I may, Alcar.

DOVAN: By all means.

(Ro’ta stands and activates one of the viewing screens.)

P’CHK’RO’TA: This is the Excelsior when we entered the Valandrian star system at twelve-thirty-nine hours this afternoon.

ROL: What’s that orange aura around the ship?

P’CHK’RO’TA: A low-level telepathic field.

DOVAN: Hold on.  You can pick up telepathy?

P’CHK’RO’TA: (with a disapproving glance) It is no simple task. (to everyone) At first, I assumed we were being observed by a higher-order being—not at all an unusual occurrence, but always an opportunity for learning, so I set my scans to continue for later review.

(He presses a button on the screen.  The image changes.)

P’CHK’RO’TA: This is the Excelsior at thirteen-forty-five.  As first contact procedures continue, there is no change in the readings, and, as events progressed, I was soon focused on… other unfolding eventualities.  My preoccupation prevented me from noting… this.

(He presses another button.)

ROL: Whoa.

NARRATOR: The orange glow around the Excelsior that represented the telepathic field suddenly thickened tenfold, changing from an accent against the viewer representation of the Excelsior to the dominant feature.

P’CHK’RO’TA: That happened at thirteen fifty-four… at the very moment our away team set foot on the planet.  This was the situation ten minutes ago.

(He presses the button again.)

DOVAN: I can’t see the ship anymore under all that orange.

P’CHK’RO’TA: That, Alcar, is my point.  (to Sharp)  Now that I’ve heard your data, Melissa, I think these two phenomena might be related.  Perhaps this will help.  For the sake of my colleagues, I very much hope so.

LORHROK: (reluctant) A few minutes before he collapsed, I overheard Lieutenant Amara tell the captain he was feeling a… disruption in his empathic abilities.

SHARP: Incredible.  Simply incredible.  Telepathic weaponry. (she shakes her head dispiritedly)

DOVAN: Is there anything else, Mr. Ro’ta?

P’CHK’RO’TA: In fact, there is.  Ours is not the only telepathic field I am reading.  In fact, once I started really looking, I detected a much stronger one in the immediate vicinity.  On the planet, in fact.

(He presses another button.)

P’CHK’RO’TA: Here.  At roughly forty-five degrees north, ninety-two degrees west.

DOVAN: That city… Theyven.  Isn’t that the capital?

P’CHK’RO’TA: Yes, Alcar.

LORHROK: (perking up) Theyven?  The Oracle A.I. listed that as a cross-reference today.  We didn’t know what it meant.

DOVAN: A cross-reference?  To what?

LORHROK: (shakes his head) He didn’t know.  (imitating the Oracle) “Database corruption is extensive.”

DOVAN: We need to know more about that A.I., Temporal Prime Directive or not.  Mr. Lorhrok, you and Crewman Adow will work on that.  In the meantime… I think we can only interpret this telepathic infection as a direct attack against us, and we don’t have much time left before there aren’t enough of us left to run the ship.  Doctor Sharp, keep trying.  You are our top priority, so consider every resource at your disposal.  The rest of you are to maintain red alert and await further orders.  Good luck, and hopefully the Doctor’ll have the Captain back on her feet in no time.

(awkward pause)

DOVAN: Dismissed.

(All rise and exit, except Lorhrok.)

DOVAN: Yes, Mr. Lorhrok?  By the way, I’m sorry about pairing you with Crewman Adow.

LORHOK: (hand-waves it away) It’s perfectly alright.  Her scattering field was actually very good work.

DOVAN: Then what can I do for you, Lieutenant?

LORHROK: Captain, I… I think you need to find someone else to be your Acting First Officer.

DOVAN: Really.

LORHROK: Yes, sir.  I… don’t even know how I got this assignment in the first place.  (with emphasis) I’m a lieutenant junior grade.  I’m not ready for this.

DOVAN: Funny you should mention that, Lieutenant.  I happen to know how you got this assignment.

(He glances out the window, recalling his conversation with Cortez about this very officer.)

LORHROK: Sir?

DOVAN: Captain Cortez knew that good officers are more than a good recommendation and a few years’ experience, and so she didn’t look for those things. (he looks back)  The Captain was looking for men and women who were ready to change from good officers to great men.  She read everything there was to find on Alecz Lorhrok before she made her decision, and that is what she saw in you.  Greatness.  (introspective)  It’s what she saw in all of us. You’re on the best ship there is, Lieutenant, and you’re third-in-line for command after me.  That’s all I need to know to be certain you’ll do well in this position. And that’s an order.

LORHROK: Aye, sir.

DOVAN: This’ll be over soon, Lieutenant.  We’ll have the captain back in the big chair before you know it.  Dismissed.

(Lorhrok exits.)

Dovan faces the window.

DOVAN: Captain Cortez… don’t make a liar out of me.

ROL: Bridge to Dovan.  We’re approaching the inner Valandrian sensor perimeter.

(Dovan taps his combadge.)

DOVAN: Acknowledged.  On my way.

SCENE 103-03

LOCATION: Int. Vigilance Royal Chambers:

ASTRIN-SA: The alien starship just appeared again on our sensors!  Range: less than two million centars!

BETRA-NA: This we expected, Matriarch.

ASTRIN-SA: Their weapons are locked onto us!

BETRA-NA: (darkly) This I did not.  Begin a transmission.

ASTRIN-SA: Your Excellency, they are already requesting transmission frequencies.

BETRA-NA: Then give them one.  On screen.

(The Vigilance’s viewscreen switches on.)

DOVAN: Premier.  We need to talk.

BETRA-NA: (shocked) Cuh—Cuh— (trails off) Where is Captain Cortez?  This is outrageous!

DOVAN: (petulant) This is Acting Captain Alcar Dovan.  And you’re dealing with me now, because the highest ranking female on this ship is in sickbay, recovering from your general’s attack.  So let’s leave behind your sexism for a minute and start dealing with reality.

BETRA-NA: (dangerously) And may I ask what that reality is… Dovan?

DOVAN: The reality, Premier, is that we are being slowly eaten alive by a remarkable bioweapon being controlled from your capital city, and I’m hoping you have the antidote.

BETRA-NA: A bioweapon?  I cannot fathom what you are talking about.

DOVAN: Don’t test my patience, Premier.  Every few minutes another member of my crew seizes up and falls unconscious.  They’re dying, Premier, and the field is emanating from your capital.

BETRA-NA: I assure you, Dovan, I have no idea what is causing your illness.

ASTRIN-SA: Your Excellency, this sounds much like—

BETRA-NA: Nonsense.  The Wasting is a storybook tale, nothing more.

ASTRIN-SA: The Oracle said that it would come again.

BETRA-NA: It is impossible, I say!

DOVAN: It sounds to me, Premier, like you’re hiding something.  (sarcasm) In case you didn’t know that already.

BETRA-NA: (rising fear) If it were the Wasting… then the prophecy... the prophecy about your coming…

Astrin-Sa is feeling a rising agony in her head.

ASTRIN-SA: Premier!  I—It is upon me!  Keep— (she groans terribly and collapses from her chair)

(Shocked silence.)

BETRA-NA: (terrified) …then it is true.

(She hits an intercom button.)

BETRA-NA: Weapons control, target the Excelsior and prepare to fire!

DOVAN: See, this is why I don’t trust you people.  Mr. Rol, retarget our quantums at the planet surface.  Densest population centers.

(Rol presses several buttons.)

ROL: Aye, sir.

BETRA-NA: You wouldn’t.

DOVAN: All things considered, you’re probably right.  I doubt I could bring myself to massacre thousands of people, even if they were members of a grievously savage race such as your own.  Still, only one way to find out, Premier, and I don’t think you can risk it.

BETRA-NA: What would you have me do, Dovan?  If I do not destroy you, you will destroy us all.  Weapons, fire on my—

DOVAN: Hold on.  Why don’t we start with that?  One minute we’re speaking… well, not civilly, as such, but at least the threats were veiled, and then I mention your telepathic weapon and all of a sudden I’m going to destroy your planet?  Would you care to explain that at all?

BETRA-NA: There is no other option!  The Wasting is the greatest of diseases.  It nearly wiped out my people two hundred millenia ago.  Legend claims that it left only one survivor and her husbands.  There is no treatment, no prognosis… no hope.  Once the Wasting has appeared, all who come in contact with it die.  (realizing)  Including me.  But Sorid-Gee was right: the prophecy states that the death-bringers must be destroyed.

DOVAN: I don’t think you’re hearing me, Miz Na.  This isn’t our weapon.  It’s coming from your capital!

BETRA-NA: Why should I believe the words of a man faced with death?

DOVAN: Because you don’t have any other choice.  If your officer there just keeled over of this disease, then she must have been exposed when our Away Team beamed over.  So we’ve now infected the leadership of the two factions that are now engaged in a civil war…  which means most of your planet has been exposed by now. If I’m lying… you’ve already lost.

BETRA-NA: Dovan… if I allow your people to do this, I am placing the whole of Valandrian civilization in your hands.

DOVAN: (a “we can handle it” attitude)  We’re Starfleet, Premier.

BETRA-NA: You are a male, which is of no reassurance to me.  But I have left too much to… chance… and this is my just reward.  Take your people, Dovan.  Just make sure you have a woman with you.  We will fight to maintain control of Vigilance and prevent Sorid-Gee from using the orbital weapons network to destroy your vessel during your attempt to find and destroy your supposed source of The Wasting.

DOVAN: (nods) Agreed.  We’ll launch in ten minutes.  Excelsior out.

(The screen deactivates.)

SCENE 103-04

LOCATION: Int. Excelsior Sickbay:

(Rol enters and crosses the busy sickbay to the CMO’s Office. Inside the office are Adow and Lorhrok, working hard on a pile of circuits and isolinear chips and other tech.)

ROL: Lieutenant Lorhrok.  I thought I’d find you in Engineering, but the computer sent me here.

LORHROK: (working with tools) Hold on a minute, Lieutenant. (to Crewman Adow; frustrated) Crewman, you can’t just go rerouting those circuits any way you—

ADOW: I’m trying to restore power to the secondary proton channels, and if you’d just let me do—

LORHROK: I’m the—no.  You know what?  Never mind.  Just… do it.  (Adow working with tools.) (he stands up; speaking to Rol) Right.  Yes.  We’re trying to tap the Oracle A.I. directly into our EMH, so we had to set up here, in sickbay.  I can’t say Dr. Sharp was too happy about it, but we’re staying out of her way.  (exhales)  What can I do for you?

ROL: Commander Dovan had to send me down to inform—

ADOW: Lorhork!  I’ve got it!

LORHROK: What do you--?

(The Oracle appears.)

ORACLE: Please state the nature of the medical—wait.  That’s not my line.  Where am I?  What year is this?

LORHROK: You’re onboard the U.S.S. Excelsior, and it’s 2383.  You’re tied into our EMH, so you’re likely to experience some—

ORACLE: Error!  Error!  Improper activation environment!  Initializing emergency decompilization!

(Lorhrok makes a frustrated noise.)

LORHROK: Listen, you, I don’t care about your directives or your programming.  Tell me what I want to know, or I’ll take you offline and wring the information out of you kiloquad by kiloquad.

(pause)

ORACLE: Proceed.

LORHROK: We can start with what exactly happened to your ship at this battle of yours.

ORACLE: (still hesitant) On Stardate seven-nine-two-eight-three-point-two, my captain ordered the first in-combat usage of the trans-chroniton torpedo during an enemy attempt to meld with my hull.  Despite perfect test runs, the torpedo had unexpected effects when used against the enemy.  Both vessels were downed—the enemy vessel’s spatial and temporal crash coordinates remain unknown.

LORHROK: What enemy?  Who were you up against?  The Borg?

ORACLE: (Error beep.) Database corruption is—

LORHROK: Extensive, I know.  Crewman, let’s plug in another module, see if that helps.

ROL: Are you certain that’s wise, Lieutenant?

LORHROK: I don’t understand this machine, but it’s still just a hologram.  I mean, how dangerous could it be?

ADOW: Try this one. (hands him a small metal boxy thing)

LORHROK: Looks good.

(Lorhrok plugs in the box, and we hear it quietly energize.)

ORACLE: Integrating module… Reinitializing… temporal transponder module active.  Scanning…

ADOW: Pull the module!

LORHROK (simultaneous)

I’m trying!  It’s—it’s fused, somehow!  Hand me the decoupler!

ORACLE (simultaneous)

No temporal interference detected.  Coordinates set.  Beginning transport.

(Rol jumps forward to push Lorhrok away.)

ROL (simultaneous)

Lieutenant, get away from that con—

(The temporal transporter activates and the two are beamed away.)

(stunned silence)

ADOW: Lieutenant Lorhrok? (pause) Lieutenant Rol?

(She taps her combadge.)

ADOW: Adow to Dovan.

DOVAN: Dovan here.

ADOW: Commander, we have a… situation.

LOCATIONS: Int. Excelsior Bridge:

DOVAN: That’s not a report, Crewman.

ADOW: Yes, sir. (hesitates; takes a deep breath)  Sir, we just lost the AI.  It took Lieutenants Lorhrok and Rol with it.

DOVAN: (incredulous) What?  How?

ADOW: I have no idea, sir.  He plugged in a module, and the AI just… beamed away.

DOVAN: Well, get them back!

ADOW: I—I don’t know how.

DOVAN: Well, it’s your assignment to find out.  Try using the same ingenuity you used to sabotage the replicator systems in spacedock.  But get them back.

ADOW: I—

SHARP: (interrupting urgently) Sharp here, sir.  I’m afraid I have some more bad news.

DOVAN: Of what kind, Doctor?

SHARP: I just completed a new test I devised with Mr. Ro’ta.  I—I can’t explain the results, but I’m certain now.  This disease is contagious.  And I know how it’s transmitted.

DOVAN: …Yes?

SHARP:It’s a virus. (hesitation) And it’s spread by telepathy.

DOVAN: Doctor…

SHARP: Look, I know what it sounds like.  And it is crazy.  I’d explain my results, but I could catch it at any time, and right now I need a Code-1 Quarantine.

DOVAN: Will that help?

SHARP: I don’t know, Commander.  The best I can hope is that it will slow the spread.  Everyone in sickbay right now is a carrier, even the non-telepaths.  I assume the same is true of most of the ship by now.  We have hours… at most.

DOVAN: Alright.  Let’s hope it buys us some time.  (Dovan presses a button; All Hands sounds.) All hands: execute level-one medical quarantine!  Code: Wildfire!  Repeat: Code: Wildfire!

(An alert sounds. A moment later, forcefields drop into place—in sequence—over all bridge entries and exits.)

KIBYR: Bridge forcefields in place, sir.  Biocontainment teams are deploying… All sections report full lockdown.  Engineering secured and set to maximum automation.

SHARP: Thank you, sir.  This will help.

DOVAN: I hope so.  It’s just Kibyr and me left on the bridge, and, frankly, it’s getting a bit lonely up here.

SHARP: Aye, sir.  Sharp out.

SCENE 103-05

LOCATIONS: Int. Vigilance Royal Chambers:

(Betra-Na is alone in her royal chambers, running the sensor controls.  She sees something. She presses buttons and starts scans.)

BETRA-NA: What’s this…? (pretending to talk to Sorid-Gee) You’re launching interceptors, General.  A very foolish move.  (She presses intercom button.) Weapons control!

(No response.)

BETRA-NA: Weapons controller, reply!  The rebels are sortieing fighters; they must be destroyed!

(A security alarm buzzes.)

BETRA-NA: Weaponeer, where are you?

SORID-GEE: I greet thee, Your Excellency.

BETRA-NA: Sorid-Gee!  Oath-traitor!  I have nothing to say to you!

SORID-GEE: I, however, would like to speak with you, Your Excellency.  You have locked out controls to the weapons satellites from your chambers, have you not?  I would like those codes.

BETRA-NA: No words.  Honor Combat—as the old ways dictate.

SORID-GEE: (laughs, with a degree genuine mirth) You still believe in the old ways, Betra.  Your surprises never cease.

BETRA-NA: Why should it surprise you that I would defend them as I am sworn?  The old ways are the force that has bound our people together for the last five hundred years, united in common honor.

SORID-GEE: I agree!  What startles me is that you think so.  For all these years, I believed your respect for the ways to be a pretense and nothing more.  Yet here you are, at the end of your reign, and you cling to them as a drowning woman to a life raft.  You truly believe in it, on some level.  My eyes are opened.

BETRA-NA: You agree with the strength of the old ways, yet, with the conceit of an usurper, you overturn them all!  You replace the visions of the centuries with your own, tiny and short-sighted though it is!  For what?  Vengeance?  Or are you just that arrogant?

SORID-GEE: Arrogance?  You speak to me of arrogance?  Of usurpy?  When you came to power, Premier, your first acts were to undermine and cast away the traditions that no longer suited you—you spoke of progress, of a new path for our people, and did away with that “binding force” in one blow.  Today, it is even rumored that you spoke today on equal terms with one of the alien males, and your respect for our tradition is already so eroded that I even half-believed it. You overturned the ancient codes, Betra-Na, and now they are dead.  Even I can not bring them back.  Your new vision failed as it must, and you have brought us to the brink of destruction.  The Wasting has already returned.  Time runs short. I can only hope that mine will be a better way, a more loyal one.  But you, Betra-Na, will go to your grave with the knowledge that you brought this wildfire down upon the people. And I will do everything I can to see that you meet that grave very, very soon, as payment for your arrogance.  I am coming for you, Your Excellency.

BETRA-NA: And I am waiting.  For Valandria.

SORID-GEE: Always.

SCENE 103-06

LOCATION: Int. Excelsior Bridge:

DOVAN: (dread) What?

SHARP: I—I’m sorry, sir.  Every single human and Trill in sickbay just—and then we suddenly lost Commander Helder.  I don’t know what else—

DOVAN: Wait: Lost Jack Helder?

SHARP: I’m sorry.  There was nothing—it was if his mind was gripped in a vise that just kept on getting tighter and tighter, until... (she trails off)  We made him as comfortable as we could.

DOVAN: So the Wasting is fatal, too.

CORTEZ: …get these people out of here… alive…

SHARP: I’m doing my best.

DOVAN: (distractedly) Of course.  Of course.  Dovan out.  (refocused; to Kibyr) Mr. Kibyr, we’re ready?

KIBYR: Aye, sir.  The marines are loaded, and they’ve been given pinpoint coordinates for what appears to be the center of a network of tunnels underneath the city.

DOVAN: Give the launch order.  What’s their ETA?

KIBYR: Already gave it, sir.  Just over five minutes until they reach transporter range.

DOVAN: Then let’s hope Betra-Na was able to keep that weapons network under control.

KIBYR: Runabout Kilimanjaro launching… (He checks his readouts and presses some buttons.) Sir, I’m picking up weapon signatures coming around from the far side of the planet.

DOVAN: Jehosophat!  We can’t handle a battle in this condition, and neither can the marines! (pause) I’ve got helm!

DOVAN: Looks like we have…  sixteen Valandrian interceptors coming in.  They’re on an attack vector for the shuttle.  (pause) Those marines are going to need our backup if they’re going to make it.  Sound battlestations!

(Red alert klaxon sounds.)

KIBYR: Sir, I’ve never been—ah!  Ahh!  AAAAA! (he collapses)

DOVAN: Medical team to the bridge!  Computer, who’s our next-highest-ranking tactical officer?

COMPUTER: (Command complete beep.) There are no remaining tactical officers aboard the Excelsior.

DOVAN: Great. (pause) Computer… who is the next-most-qualified-tactical officer on the ship?

(Computer working sound, then command complete beep.)

COMPUTER: Lieutenant Asuka Yubari.

DOVAN: What?  I know every lieutenant on the ship, and not one of them is named “Yubari.”

COMPUTER: Negative.  Lieutenant Asuka Yubari received a score of one thousand, eight hundred, seventy-six in the Starfleet Tactical Program.  Her position is Engineering Diagnostician.

DOVAN: What, a full-grade lieutenant stuck in a job for enlisted ne’er-do-wells and cadets?

COMPUTER: Affirmative.

DOVAN: I don’t buy it.  But I don’t exactly have a choice. Lieutenant Asuka Yubari—whoever you are—kindly report to the bridge at once!

SCENE 103-07

LOCATION: Int. Oracle Sickbay:

Rol and Lorhrok are lying next to each other on biobeds.

ROL: (to Lorhrok) Psst—Lieutenant Lorhrok!  Are you awake?

LORHROK: (groggy) Mmmm… what?  Where…?

ROL: I don’t know; I can’t quite see straight… but it looks a lot like…

SHARP: Hm.  You’re awake.  That’s very lucky.  I was afraid one of you might have been permanently Splinched.  (to the Borg)  Monty, I asked you to tell me when they were awake.

FOUR OF SEVEN: My designation is Four of Seven, not ‘Monty’.  These officers are irrelevant.

SHARP: (a bit coldly) I don’t know why you’re even in my sickbay, Monty.

FOUR OF SEVEN: I am present because I was wounded on your ship, an allied vessel of the Borg Collective.

SHARP: Starfleet Command never should have made that alliance.  No matter how bad things were.

FOUR OF SEVEN: Your opinion is irrelevant.  It will remain irrelevant, regardless of how often you repeat it.

LORHROK: Is that… Doctor Sharp?  Where are we? (sitting up)

SHARP: You’re… well, you’re relatively safe for the time being, Alecz, which is about all I can tell you at the moment.  What were you doing with our temporal transponders, though?

ROL: Your temporal transponders?  Is this the Excelsior?

SHARP: I’m sorry; what’s your name?

ROL: Rol, ma’am.  Lieutenant Alex Rol, infiltration specialist.  We’re serving on the Excelsior together.

SHARP: Well… we aren’t anymore, Lieutenant.  I’m afraid that quite some time has passed due to your fiddling with the A.I.’s equipment.

ROL: (with distaste) Time travel.

LORHROK: (enthusiastically) Time travel!  That’s… amazing!  Is this the future, Doctor?

SHARP: I’m afraid so.  The Starfleet Artificial Intelligences aren’t designed to transport organic matter, but I’m afraid this one was too damaged to tell the difference.  He picked you up, and so he missed his own destination by several days, and you all ended up here. Surprisingly… neither of you were hurt.

ORACLE: I am nothing if not responsible for my shipmates.

LORHROK: (groans) Why did you go and activate him?

ORACLE: I am recompiling my temporal matrix.  Current status is four-point-nine percent.

SHARP: He’s repairing himself.  When he’s done, he’s theoretically going to return you to your own time and then go on to his.  Temporal Prime Directive isn’t violated, and we don’t get a Temporal Investigations inquiry.  As long as I can make you stay put here until he’s finished.

ORACLE: Doctor, the Department of Temporal Investigations was shut down shortly after the destruction of Gemworld in—

SHARP: If you keep talking, Computer, you’re going to call them right back from the grave to arrest you.  (sarcastic)  I mean, why don’t you just go ahead and explain the entire Sword of Damocles to our guests right now?  Could save the entire Federation a whole lot of trouble.

ORACLE: That suggestion was not intended seriously.

SHARP: (dry) Very astute.

LORHROK: Doctor… incredible as this is…

ROL: … where are we?

SHARP: Well… I suppose there’s no harm in telling the name of the ship to a couple of old shipmates, if you’ll both promise me you won’t try to explore anything else.  Especially the rest of the crew.

ROL: (immediately) Of course.

SHARP: The year is twenty-four-oh-two.  And you’re aboard the greatest experimental warship ever built… the U.S.S. Oracle.

(stunned silence)

SCENE 103-08

LOCATION: Int. Excelsior Bridge:

(Yubari enters the bridge from the turbolift.  Dovan doesn’t look up from his station.)

DOVAN: I presume that’s the hypothetical Lieutenant Yubari at the door?

YUBARI: Sir—

DOVAN: Take your station, Lieutenant.  We’re due to enter firing range in less than fifteen seconds.  Our job is to open a window wide enough to get the Kilimanjaro through to transporter range of the cave network underneath Theyven.

YUBARI: Aye, sir.  And, sir, my assignment—

DOVAN: For the moment, your assignment here isn’t important.  You’re fully qualified?

YUBARI: Yes, sir.

(The ship shakes with the first hit.)

DOVAN: Then return fire.  We have a boatload of marines to protect.

(The Excelsior returns fire.)

YUBARI: A solid hit, sir.  Damage to their sensors.  But can I point out that we’re heavily outnumbered and even more outgunned?

DOVAN: I’m well aware of that, Lieutenant, but we only need to hold them off long enough for the Valandrian satellites to get a lock on them.  Then Betra-Na can take care of them.  Any minute now.

(Another hit.)

DOVAN: Aaaany minute now.

(The battle continues for a bit.  Shooting and flying about on both sides.)

DOVAN: Nice shooting, Lieutenant.

YUBARI: Thank you, sir.

(Another hit.)

YUBARI: Forward shields are starting to buckle, sir!

DOVAN: (frowning) The Kilimanjaro is signaling that they’re under heavy fire.  Lieutenant, I’m going to move us in closer and run the Remeck Manuever.

YUBARI: (warningly) Sir, I doubt that we can avoid severe damage for long if we try to get any closer than we already are.

DOVAN: Then we’re just going to have to blow those ships back to Valandria before “long” becomes “now,” Lieutenant.  Tell Engineering to prepare for damage control.

(He presses some buttons and accelerates the ship.)

YUBARI: Sir, this idea is… tactically unsound.  At the very least.  We are still seriously damaged and badly undermanned.  They’re likely to cut us to ribbons in a matter of minutes.

DOVAN: Objection noted, Lieutenant.  (He presses some buttons.) Bringing us about to zero mark zero-one-one and engaging one-quarter impulse.

YUBARI: Sir, that’ll take us straight through the center of their formation.

DOVAN: That is how the Remeck Manuever works, Lieutenant.

YUBARI: (reluctant) Aye, sir.  But we need a new plan… soon.

DOVAN: We’ve got marines in there, Lieutenant and I’m not leaving them. (An alert sounds) The fighters are regrouping in formation!

YUBARI: (with concentration) I see ‘em!

DOVAN: Take them out!

YUBARI: Ugh. Too late!  Brace for impact!

(The entire ship is strafed by the entire enemy formation of sixteen vessels, and it hurts bad.  Real bad.  On the bridge, alarms, explosions and smoke.)

DOVAN: Report!

YUBARI: (coughs) Upper and forward shielding are gone, sir!  Massive damage to the crew lounge and torpedo control; (cough) starboard and lower shields buckling!

DOVAN: (sarcastic) Oh, what ever shall we do without the crew lounge?

YUBARI: Captain, we need to pull back.

DOVAN: Not until those marines are safe on the planet, Commander!

YUBARI: (after a pause) Sir—!

DOVAN: Do you have a record of impertinence, Miz Yubari?

YUBARI: (not at all calmly) Actually, sir, I do.  Do you have a record of suicidal flying?

DOVAN: Your protest has been noted, Lieutenant.  Now get your attention focused on your tactical display!  Dovan to Engineering!

(Another heavy hit.  No response to Dovan’s request)

DOVAN: Engineering, come in!

(FX Another moderate hit.  After another tense moment without response, on crackles a breathless voice—slightly staticky (the static being in addition to the normal comm distortion we do))

WESTLAKE: Westlake here, Captain!

DOVAN: Westlake!  What are you--!

WESTLAKE: (interrupting assertively) We lost Crewman Adow almost fifteen minutes ago, sir.  She never got out of sickbay.  There are only seven of us left; Ensign Nebison is doing his best, but this damage…

DOVAN: Mr. Westlake, I need to know right now—can you hold this ship together?

WESTLAKE: (immediate) We’ll give you what you need, sir.  Westlake out.

DOVAN: (after a moment) Simon sounded peculiar, didn’t he?

YUBARI: Investigate later!  We’re about to make our second pass.  (checking her instruments. Buttons pressed.)  They’re swarming us!

DOVAN: Keep it steady, Lieutenant.

YUBARI: Aft shielding gone, sir!

DOVAN: Steady…

YUBARI: Sir, we are venting drive plasma!

DOVAN: (completely focused) Aim, Lieutenant, and fire on my mark.

(Power fluctuates for a moment.)

DOVAN: Three… two… one… Fire!  Fire!

(Quantum torpedoes launch. All three are hits, and two fighters go up in smoke.)

DOVAN: (checking his readings. Alarm, buttons pressed.) We’ve lost manuevering thrusters.  I’m going to have trouble turning the ship while maintaining combat speed.

YUBARI: Acknowledged.  Reinforcing aft shields and preparing to repel pursuit.

DOVAN: Belay that.  Prepare for an L-4.

YUBARI: (pauses to gape) Sir.

DOVAN: I’m an old hand at L-4’s, Lieutenant.  We used to do them all the time on the Defiant.

YUBARI: This isn’t the Defiant.  We’re just too big; attempting a loop-de-loop at our speed will snap us in two!

DOVAN: Our marines still need another minute.  Brace yourself.

(The entire ship groans under the sound of multiple gees for several long seconds.  But it reduces; the ship survives.)

DOVAN: (a bit surprised) We’re still in one piece.  Report, Lieutenant!

YUBARI: We’re alive, sir, but we just lost fifty percent of hull integrity under that stress.

SHARP: (coldly) Sickbay to Bridge.

DOVAN: Bridge.

SHARP: Commander, if you attempt another maneuver like that, I cannot guarantee the safety of my patients.

(pause.)

DOVAN: Acknowledged.  Bridge out. (a longer silence)  So much for that idea.  Prepare for another run, Lieutenant.

YUBARI: (snaps) Commander, you're demanding the impossible! With this ship, with this crew, there is no way we can even survive another pass against those fighters, much less win!

DOVAN: Yubari, those are our people on the Kilimanjaro.  We’re not going to leave them to die.

YUBARI: They’re already dead, sir!  The only question is whether we die with them!

DOVAN: I refuse to accept that!

YUBARI: You’re our captain!  You can be a hero on your own time, but your job right now is to get your people out of here alive!

(There is a long pause.)

DOVAN: (taken aback, trying not to show it) Interesting… interesting choice of words, Lieutenant.

(pause)

DOVAN: Altering course.  Excelsior to Kilimanjaro. (no response) Excelsior to Kiliman—

(There is an explosion on-screen.)

DOVAN: No. No!

YUBARI: Sir, the Kilimanjaro has been destroyed.  The interceptors are changing course to pursue us.

DOVAN: We can outrun them.  But we still need to get a team down to the planet somehow to shut down that weapon… or we’re all dead of this disease within the hour.

YUBARI: We can withdraw and come up with a new plan, sir.

(pause)

DOVAN: Better idea.  What’s our range from the beamdown coordinates?

YUBARI: Three hundred thousand kilometers, sir.  The fighters will intercept us before we reach transporter range at forty thousand.

DOVAN: Bridge to Transporter Room!

LORTH: Lorth here, sir.

DOVAN: Chief, lock onto the two signals on the bridge and prepare to beam us down.

YUBARI: Sir, I just said—

DOVAN: I know what you said, Lieutenant.  Setting an autopilot out of here. (He presses some buttons.)  (pause)  I just hope you don’t get transporter sickness.

YUBARI: I… Wait, what?

DOVAN: Chief, override safeties and energize, now!

(FX They beam out.)  Off.

SCENE 103-09

LOCATION: Int. Vigilance Royal Chambers

(Betra-Na still alone in here, running the command controls.)

SORID-GEE: Premier, if you do not make me force this door, I will allow you the honors you do not deserve in your execution.

(Betra-Na puts the finishing touches on a computer sequence; countdown beeps begin)

BETRA-NA: In fact, General, since you do not give me the Honor Combat, I choose prudence.  I am leaving.

SORID-GEE: (hisses) You coward!  Brigadier, get that door open before—

BETRA-NA: Evidently, the old taboos are no longer in force for you and I, Sorid.  It is as you said.  ‘Coward’ simply does not hurt like it used to.  Yet, to appease my nagging conscience, I will give you the knowledge that I have set the Vigilance to self-destruct.  You have two yahrens until detonation.  Farewell.

(She beams out just as the door is forced open.  Sorid-Gee and the Brigadier rush in, the Brigadier to a control station.)

BRIGADIER: She has destroyed the controls, General.  By the time they are repaired, she could well have escaped to anywhere from the companion portal in Theyven.  What are we to do?

SORID-GEE: There is only one place Betra-Na would go now.  There is a secret set of backup controls for the weapons satellites, hidden in the Sacred Catacombs beneath the city.  She believes she is the only one who knows of them, but she is sadly mistaken.  I had hoped we would not have to resort to sacrilege, but we must follow her.  Come, Brigadier.  Sound the abandon station and let us return to our ship.


1.4 Down the Rabbit Hole


SCENE 104-01

LOCATION: A SUBTERRANEAN PASSAGE.

(Transporter materialize.)

There is a powerful ringing in Dovan’s ears that begins the moment he begins to materialize.  At first, we can hear barely any other sound because of it, and it lasts a moderately long time.

DOVAN: (panting, a little groaning, trying not to vomit… then relaxing)

DOVAN: Yubari?  (pause)

(There is a groan from the ground beside him.)

YUBARI: (very weakly) (a long groan)

DOVAN: Yubari!

DOVAN: Lieutenant.  Are you alright?

YUBARI: I… where… (groan)?

DOVAN: (softly) We’re in the Valandrian catacombs under the capital.  Do you remember?  We’re looking for—

YUBARI: (still weak) For the weapon.  The source of… of the disease.  I… I… (realizing) I’m going to—

(Yubari vomits)

YUBARI: (grunt)

DOVAN: Easy now.  The transporter sickness will pass.  Let me help you up.  Easy does it.

YUBARI: I’ll… be alright.  Commander.

DOVAN: (kindly; trying to add levity) I thought you said you didn’t get transporter sickness.

YUBARI: You didn’t give me much of chance!  You just… beamed us off the bridge!  You could have killed us both; what the hell were you thinking?

(Pause)

DOVAN: I was thinking I might try to save everyone on the Excelsior.  I was thinking you’d want to come along, and maybe we could work together.  You know… and be heroes.  (dryly)  Strictly on our own time, of course.

(Pause)

YUBARI: (snorting noncommittally) Huh.

DOVAN: Now, then.  I can’t see a thing.  I don’t suppose you brought a palm beacon.

YUBARI: (sarcastic) Yeah, sure, I picked one up when we passed the weapons locker on our stroll down to the transporter room.

DOVAN: (rolls his eyes) No need to get snippy.  Then we’ll have to use our tricorders ‘til we can fashion a torch.

(He pulls out his tricorder and opens it up.)

DOVAN: While you’re at it, you can get me a scan of this place.  I’m going to start up a mapping protocol.

(Yubari pulls out her own tricorder and begins scanning with it, while Dovan hits some buttons on his to get a mapping protocol running.)

YUBARI: You might want to work on figuring out what this place is first.

DOVAN: (absent-mindedly) These are the Valandrian ceremonial catacombs.  ‘Course, no one knows why they’re called catacombs, since no one’s actually been buried down here in known history.  Legend has it that this is a place of terrible fear and power, and that’s actually why the local warlords built their capital here.  Even though the place scares them so much they haven’t officially allowed anyone down here in the last five centuries.

(Stunned silence)

DOVAN: What?  So I actually do read mission reports.  Don’t tell anybody; I have a reputation to protect.

YUBARI: (shrugging): Fine.  For all the good it—

(Her tricorder beeps an alert.)

YUBARI: What?

(She hits the side of her tricorder.)

YUBARI: Great.  Now my tricorder isn’t working.

DOVAN: What?  What’s wrong?

YUBARI: It’s giving me the wrong age for this cave wall.

(Dovan waves his tricorder over the same wall.)

YUBARI (continuing): This stone has to be older than life on Valandria.  But this… thing is telling me it’s only…

DOVAN: Eight thousand years old.

DOVAN (continuing): I’m getting the same reading. (reflectively) Eight thousand… That’s as old as Valandrian civilization. (pause) Give it a closer look while we get moving.  I’m picking up a faint power signature, and I’ll bet darseks to doughnuts that it’s the source of whatever’s making the Excelsior crew sick.

(Closing his tricorder, he begins walking.  Yubari follows a step behind.)

YUBARI: (reading off her tricorder) Huh.

DOVAN: What?

YUBARI: The tricorder’s not broken.  It’s detecting something… fused with the rock, almost.  Some sort of… “organic-mechanical compound.”

DOVAN: I have no idea what that means.

YUBARI: Same.  Just technobabble to me.  But, whatever it is, it’s fused with the rock.  All of it.  The entire catacomb, it would appear.

DOVAN: Fused.  Like the Oracle.

YUBARI: Sir?

DOVAN: When I saw the hull of the Oracle, it… it had become part of the rock.  Impossible.  I just assumed it was a trick of the light when I saw it, but later, when Lorhrok reported his sensor data… it was true.  The Oracle had been merged with the mountain it had crashed into. And then everything else started happening, and I haven’t thought about it since.  Still… two impossible rock-fusings on one planet?  That can’t be a coincidence.

YUBARI: I don’t— Wait.

(Her tricorder makes alert sounds.)

YUBARI: (continuing) Something’s coming.

DOVAN: Someone or something?

YUBARI: Spherical, one meter diameter… and floating.  I’m going to say “thing.”  Get down, behind that rubble.

DOVAN: Why?

YUBARI: Because it’s bristling with weapons; what do you think?

DOVAN: Jehosaphat.

(They crouch behind some rubble; Yubari draws her phaser)

(The ROBOT GUARD passes by slowly.)

YUBARI: Alright.  I didn’t like the looks of that thing.  Let’s get out of here, and keep your phaser ready.

DOVAN: Agreed.

(They get moving again.)

YUBARI: Sir, I was thinking… does any of this remind you of the old legends?  About the Scions of the Stars?

DOVAN: (snorts derisively)

YUBARI: Well, the legends always talk about how the Scions had great power over mind and matter.  It would explain the source of the Wasting, and how that bio-stuff in the walls of…

DOVAN: Look, Lieutenant.  The Scions are an old Space Boomer legend.  Every time Starfleet sets out into a new territory, like the Delta Quadrant, a whole new crop of Scion-hunters pops up.  But there’s nothing to them.  Never has been.  And, frankly, I’m surprised a bright young Starfleet officer like yourself would even dignify them with an investigation.

(Pause)

DOVAN: (continuing) Plus, the bioelectric profiles are all wrong.  Cartier’s study of the Scions—

YUBARI: You’ve read Cartier?

DOVAN: (defensively) I… I’m from Gault.  There’s not a whole lot to read there except agricultural journals and crackpot conspiracy theories.

YUBARI: I see.

DOVAN: No, the Scions aren’t involved in Valandria.  I’m certain of that.  But I am beginning to suspect that we’re dealing with someone older than the Valandrin in all this.  Someone older… and nastier.

He glances down at the map on his tricorder.

DOVAN: We’re here.

YUBARI: Good; I think I can see light coming in from the next chamber.

DOVAN: (puzzled) I don’t know where it’s coming from.  We’re still half a kilometer beneath the city.

YUBARI: Why should I care?  It’s light, isn’t it?

DOVAN: True.  (slight pause) I’m going in first.  Be ready for anything.

YUBARI: (cocky) I always am.

DOVAN: Three.  Two.  One.

(He leaps over the threshold, phaser drawn)

DOVAN: Hyugh!

DOVAN: (slow gasp in surprise.  And awe.)

YUBARI: Sir?

DOVAN: You’d better come see this.

NARRATOR: Yubari stepped out into the next chamber, and found herself on an overhang, which was overlooking… well, it was hardly fair to say it was overlooking a cave, because there are very few caves in the known galaxy large enough to even compete with this mammoth cavity.  Five, maybe six klicks long from where Yubari was standing and easily half that in height, it was more like a cathedral than a cave… though a cathedral to what, she couldn’t have guessed. This was to say nothing of the ornamentation.  Strewn about the sanctuary between the great, bare walls were vast piles of twisted metal.  Twisted metal that, somehow, bore a familiar form.

YUBARI: What…?

DOVAN: (realizing) My God.  They’re starships.

(Pause)

DOVAN: Yubari, what exactly am I looking at?

(Yubari is already scanning.)

YUBARI: Picking up trace amounts of beryllium silicate, tritanium, and degraded aluminum crystalfoam.  They’re Starfleet, sir.  And they’re reading as eight thousand years old.  Just like the catacombs themselves.

DOVAN: Can you pick up any transponder signals, anything that might identify one of the ships?

(Yubari closes the tricorder.)

YUBARI: I don’t have to.  Look.  On that nacelle.

DOVAN: N…C…V, eight-three-one-two-four.  U. S. S….

DOVAN: (groaning inwardly) Oracle.

THEME SONG!

NARRATOR: Today’s episode: The Excelsior Returns, Act Five of Five: “Down the Rabbit Hole.”

SCENE 104-02

LOCATION: USS EXCELSIOR

SHARP: Medical Log, Stardate fifty-nine thousand nine hundred fifty-three point eight. After Alcar and his Mystery Officer beamed down to the planet, the autopiloting program he activated guided the Excelsior safely out of the line of fire.

LOCATION:  USS EXCELSIOR: CORRIDOR

(Dr. Sharp is walking briskly down the corridor)

SHARP: (annoyed) But in my humble opinion, our Acting Captain retreated too late, waiting until we took far too much damage.  The Wasting has continued to spread virulently throughout the ship, striking down crewmembers indiscriminately.  Thanks to the battle damage, recovery efforts by the few people still on their feet have been hampered by everything from impassable walls of rubble to real threats, like the plasma leak on Deck Twenty-Six.  Worse still, the wounds many people took during the battle—whether or not they were already infected—appear to be accelerating the course of the Wasting within their systems.

(Dr. Sharp enters a turbolift.)

SHARP: Deck Eleven.

SHARP: Ship’s operations have been paralyzed since I took what would laughingly be called command.  I could say that we’ve been decimated, but it would be more accurate to say that only about one-tenth of the crew is left.  Maybe more… maybe less.  Every Trill is down, and every human—with the strange exception of Simon Westlake—followed a short time later.  I believe that I’ve only been spared thanks to a few ounces of Andorian blood on my zhavey’s side.  We’ve had to start converting new areas to store everyone who’s fallen into a coma—ship’s morgue, bioscience labs, anything with a stasis field.  And still we don’t have enough space.  We’re falling apart faster than we can get the patients to treatment facilities.

(The turbolift reaches its destination, and Sharp steps out, walking down the corridor.)

SHARP: The first dozen people infected with the Wasting have died, and a lot more are on the brink.  I’ve given up trying to find an immediate cure.  As long as we’re near the source, trapped in this backwater star system with this… voodoo telepathic field around us, the most I can hope is to discover something that will slow the infection, stabilize the most sick, and pray that Alcar stops whatever’s causing it on the planet. I’ve just completed the first promising attempt at a stopgap treatment: a neurological suppressant based on tricordrazine, and, in my professional opinion, a stroke of genius. Unfortunately, we don’t have time to test it on anything more than a computer simulation.  Our subject is Ship’s Counsellor Samwazlau Asii, a Betazoid.  Her body is beginning to shut down, and this is her last chance.  Clinical trial by fire. I’m on my way to sickbay, wondering: am I doing the right thing by risking Sam’s life on my hunch?

End log.

(Sharp enters a very busy sickbay.)

SHARP: Why isn’t the patient on the table yet?  Come on, people, let’s move!

(A couple of people get on that)

SHARP: Activate sterilization-alpha and raise biocontainment shields.

(A forcefield snaps into place around the bed.)

SHARP: Nurse!  Apply the first norep injection!

(Rojan injects Asii with a hypospray as she is placed on the table.  The heart monitor starts.)

ROJAN: Applying injection.

SHARP: Exo-scalpel.

ROJAN: Exo-scalpel.

(Sharp uses the device to peel away Asii’s scalp.)

SHARP: Initiate test pulses into the autonomic nervous system.

SHARP: And the rest of you, get back to what you’re doing!  You’re in the way!

RANDOM CREWMEMBER #2: Yes, ma’am!

ROJAN: Autonomic nervous response is good.  All bioreadings normal, Doctor.

SHARP: Normal?  Or within expected safety margins? (pause) Thought so. (tensely) Let’s do it.  Seven cc’s tricordrazone melacarbonate compound.

(Rojan clicks some of the buttons at the head of the hypospray.)

ROJAN: Ready.

SHARP: Apply.

(Rojan injects Asii.)

SHARP: Brawley!  Get the neuralytic modulator energized!  I don’t want her going into shock when her paracortex shuts down!

BRAWLEY: Yes, Doctor!

ROJAN: Signs of adrenal synchronomia are fading.  Norepinephrine levels falling. Good.  This is going well.

SHARP: Apply the second injection.

(Rojan does so.)

ROJAN: Cerebral cortex activity leveling off.

SHARP: Good.   What’s the efferent count?

ROJAN: Thirty-one over sixty.

SHARP: Is that in Q or Z?

ROJAN: (off-balance) I’m… sorry.  Q.

SHARP: Not as good as I hoped, but it should be enough.  Neuralytic modulator.  Set to forty-six microvolts.

ROJAN: Modulator locked in.

SHARP: Do it.

(There’s an electric pulse noise.  Asii’s body twitches.)

SHARP: Looks good.  Last injection of norepinephrine?

(An alarm sound)

SHARP: What--?

(More alarms interrupt her.)

ROJAN: Fluctuations in the isocortex!

SHARP: Sixty cc’s inoprovaline!

(Rojan reloads the proper hypospray.)

ROJAN: Efferent count is skyrocketing!

SHARP: How?  Are we feeding this thing?

ROJAN: She’s going into synaptic shock.

SHARP: No!  Neuralytic modulator!  Seventy microvolts!

(Another electric pulse.  Asii’s body doesn’t move.)

(Heart rate monitor flatlines.)

ROJAN: Organ death imminent!

SHARP: Ten cc’s leoporazine!

ROJAN: It’s too late!  Her body can’t absorb that much leporazine!

SHARP: Then I need a cortical stimulator.

(Rojan hands her the device, which Sharp places on Asii’s forehead.)

SHARP: Sixty percent!  Now!

(Cortical stimulator fires. No response)

SHARP: Again!

(The cortical stimulators fire again. Again, no response.)

ROJAN: No response in the isocortex.  Respiration failing.

SHARP: Come on, Sam.  (to Rojan)  One more try!

(The cortical stimulators fire again.  No response.)

(Everything flatlines.)

ROJAN: She’s gone, Doctor.

(Pause)

SHARP: Make a note in the log.  Death occurred at… eighteen thirty-one hours.

ROJAN: You did everything you could, Doctor.  Her isocortex just wasn’t strong enough—

SHARP: Don’t. Sam Asii is dead, and I killed her. I didn’t have a choice, but that doesn’t make it any easier. Lower the containment field.

(The containment field drops.  Sharp and Rojan walk away from the table.)

SHARP: You’re right, though.  The Wasting started destabilizing her neocortex the moment we administered the drug.  There was no way she could absorb that much cordrazine under those conditions.

ROJAN: Otherwise, it almost worked.

SHARP: Well… Maybe so.  But I can’t predict how the Wasting will react to our treatments.  And I can’t afford to keep taking shots in the dark.

ROJAN: You might just have to take your best guess.  We don’t have any patients who’ve fought off the infection.  There’s no baseline.

SHARP: That’s true. At least, I think it is.

(She begins walking.)

ROJAN: What?  Where are you--?

SHARP: I just got a hunch.  Probably nothing, but I’ve… (sadly) got nothing else right now. Don’t forget: The moment those satellites go down, go to full impulse and get the ship to Valandria as fast as you can.

ROJAN: Why?  Where will you be?

SHARP: Engineering.

(Sharp exits Sickbay.)

SCENE 104-03

LOCATION: STARSHIP GRAVEYARD

(Dovan and Yubari are climbing down a rockface.)

DOVAN: So, let me get this straight.  That ship over there is the back half of the U.S.S. Oracle.

YUBARI: Uh-huh.

DOVAN: The Oracle won’t be built for another twenty-five years.  But it’s going to get attacked, fall through time, and crash……six hundred years ago.

YUBARI: Right.

DOVAN: And that’s where we found the front half, stuck in that mountain for just about six centuries.  But here’s the other half of the ship, and it’s reading as… how old, again?

YUBARI: Eight thousand years.

DOVAN: Right. (Pause) How the heck does that work?

YUBARI: (irritated, cheeky) Sir, do you always talk this much?

DOVAN: Only when I have an audience, Lieutenant. Ah, the ground.  Hyugh!

(Dovan jumps to the ground, landing on his feet.  Yubari follows suit.)

YUBARI: Hyugh!

DOVAN: Let’s head for the Oracle wreck first.  Then we can continue on to the power source I detected.

YUBARI: Sir.

DOVAN: Oh, no. (pause) What ship were they from?

YUBARI: From the splash pattern, I’d say these bodies are from the one over there, sir.  The… uh…

DOVAN: The Pegasus.  That’s Admiral Bremer’s ship.  If he was at this battle, and these men still died… then there really was nothing that could have saved them.  Mike Bremer knows better than to fight to the death if there’s any other choice. (pause) Damn.  This battle really did go badly, didn’t it? (beat) Tag as many of the bodies for transport as you can.  Starfleet officers deserve better than to rot beneath some primitive world for all eternity.  No matter what time period they’re from. (pause) Let’s go.

(He starts walking.)

YUBARI: Actually, sir, I was only wondering how so many bodies could be so well preserved if they’ve been down here for eight thousand years.

(Dovan looks at his tricorder.)

DOVAN: Better question: why aren’t there any bodies around the Oracle?

YUBARI: I don’t see how that’s a better question.

DOVAN: (ignoring her) There were no bodies with the saucer section when Captain Cortez’s team found it, so we assumed that all the personnel were with the stardrive… wherever it had gone.  But here we are, looking right at the stardrive hull of the Oracle, and it seems to be the only ship in the entire vicinity without any bodies around it.

YUBARI: (edgy) I don’t have an answer for you.

DOVAN: (casually, but also with edge) That’s okay; unless it involves invading a small planet, you intelligence types rarely do.

(He closes his tricorder.)

DOVAN: Oracle hull’s still about a half-a-kilometer away.  We can speculate while we walk.

YUBARI: No, I…. don’t think so.

DOVAN: (annoyed) Excuse me, Lieu--?

YUBARI: (interrupting) Commander, just look!

(Three of the ROBOT GUARDS are approaching, at higher speeds than last time.)

NARRATOR: Yubari was pointing at three black spheres, each about a meter in diameter, floating ominously above the ground.  Although they were perfectly spherical, Dovan knew that they were looking directly at the two humanoid intruders. He knew this because they were moving straight towards the Away Team.  And quickly.

DOVAN: I especially don’t like the looks of that spinning appendage attached to the one in the middle.  Looks like a bone saw.  (pause)  I hate bone saws.

YUBARI: I can imagine why, sir.

DOVAN: I don’t suppose there’s any chance they haven’t seen us yet?

YUBARI: I seriously doubt it.

DOVAN: Phasers?

(She draws her sidearm.)

YUBARI: At the ready.

(Dovan draws his phaser.)

DOVAN: Fire.

(Both fire. The shots are absorbed by an energy shield around the probe.)

YUBARI: No effect.

DOVAN: Increase power setting to sixteen.

(They both increase the power settings on their phasers.)

DOVAN: Fire.

(They fire again.)

DOVAN: No effect.

YUBARI: Well, that was pointless.

DOVAN: (seriously) Lieutenant.  Run.

YUBARI: (sarcastically) Oh, very clever plan, sir!

(Almost as one, they break into a run away from the robots.)

(The robots follow them.)

(There is a burst of Disruptor energy; it hits some pile of metal debris, which tumbles.)

DOVAN: Yubari!

YUBARI: I’m fine, sir!  Clean miss! Where did they get energy weapons?

DOVAN: One more question we can ask later!  Come on; this way!

(He pauses to take a shot with his phaser while Yubari catches up.  He follows behind her as the robots fire several more shots at them.)

YUBARI: We can’t keep this up forever!

(Dovan fires another covering shot.)

DOVAN: You're right.  We can't.

(Pause.)

DOVAN: Get behind that wreckage.

(He adjusts the power level on his phaser.)

YUBARI: Why?  What are you doing?

(The phaser whines in overload)

DOVAN: Turning my phaser… (he hurls it away and dives for cover) …into a grenade!

(There is a large, energetic explosion, which is followed shortly by two more explosions.)

DOVAN: That got’ em.

YUBARI: I only heard two explosions.

DOVAN: Really?  (pause)  Then we’d better get moving.

YUBARI: Shouldn’t we check to make sure we destroyed all three?

DOVAN: No, we shouldn’t.  If it is still alive, we have to get away from here.  There’s no time to waste.

YUBARI: Fine.  Then let’s get moving.

(She starts off at a brisk walk. Dovan follows.)

SCENE 104-04

LOCATION: USS ORACLE: SICKBAY

NARRATOR: Lieutenants Rol and Lorhrok had been yanked twenty years into the future and cast aboard the most powerful prototype warship in Starfleet history—a ship which, incidentally, they both knew to be doomed.  However, the period immediately following this improbable and potentially galaxy-transforming accident proved to be… something of an anti-climax.

(Rol is lying on a biobed, staring at the ceiling, bored.  Four of Seven walks over to the bed.)

FOUR OF SEVEN: You are now under observation.  Your biological distinctiveness will be added to our… records.

ROL: (dryly) Thanks, buddy.  I presume you’re the one doing the observation?

(Silence.)

ROL: So… you’re a Borg.

(Silence.)

ROL: What’s that like?

(Silence.)

ROL: I mean, is there still a ‘you’ who takes orders from the hive mind?  Or am I just speaking to the whole Collective when I talk to this drone?

(Silence.)

ROL: Not to mention the voices!  Do you hear everyone, or just the Queen?  And does the Queen have her own voice, or is she just a constructed intelligence operating as a simulacrum for the hive mind?

(A longer silence.)

ROL: (sighs) Okay, fine.  You win, Monty.  No conversation for me.

FOUR OF SEVEN: This drone’s designation is Four of Seven.  Further irrelevant inquiries will be disregarded.

ROL: Fine, then.  I was just trying to strike up a—

FOUR OF SEVEN: You were attempting to extract tactical information from the Collective that would be useful to your intelligence services in the late twenty-fourth century.  You are Alex Rol, serial number DH-dash-nine-nine-seven-dash-one-one-six, historical assignment: Starfleet Special Operations Division, intelligence and infiltration specialist, U.S.S. Excelsior. (pause) (vaguely conciliatory yet vaguely smug) Deceit is part of your distinctiveness.

(Surprised pause)

(Lorhrok walks up.)

ROL: It was a fair cop.  But you can’t blame a guy for—

LORHROK: I hate to interrupt, but I could use a hand with the repairs on the Oracle A.I.’s holomatrix.

ROL: Not at all, Lieutenant.  Just tell me what you need from me.

LORHROK: (slightly apologetic) Actually… nothing.  Frankly, trying to fix twenty-fifth century technology is hard even for me, and I’ve been doing this all my life. (muttering) Doesn’t help that they won’t let me use any tools manufactured in the last thirty years, but… Anyhow, I was hoping Four of Seven here might be of some help to me.

FOUR OF SEVEN: The Collective… (pause) Concurs.  New designation is One of Two, tasked to hologram repair.

LORHROK: (somewhat uncomfortable all of a sudden) Perfect.  Let’s… get to it, then.

ROL: Lieutenant!

(Lorhrok stops, turns around.)

ROL: How’s your work going?

(Pause)

LORHROK: Well… we’ve got him back up to fourteen percent, and I think we’re speeding his repair algorithms.

ROL: But you’re not sure.

LORHROK: No.  Every time I ask him a question, it’s the same thing:

LORHROK and ROL: (simultaneous) (imitating the Oracle) That information is not available.  Database corruption is extensive.

LORHROK: … yeah, that’s the one.  The one thing I’m sure of is that the faster we get the A.I. back up to a hundred percent, the faster we get sent home.

ROL: And that’s a… good thing?

LORHROK: I’m sorry?  I don’t follow.

(Surprised pause)

ROL: Never mind.  Good luck, Alecz.

LORHROK: Thanks.  You too.

(Lorhrok heads away to the doctor’s office.  One of Two follows him.)

ROL: (muttering) Good luck doing what exactly?  Napping?

(Lieutenant Junior Grade HERTZLER comes through the sickbay doors.)

HERTZLER: (shouting across the quiet room) Hey, Doc!  Reporting as ordered for my radiation workup!

SHARP: (Calling back) Take a biobed, Lieutenant!  I’ll be with you in a second!

HERTZLER: Lieutenant.

ROL: Lieutenant.

(Pause)

HERTZLER: I’m sorry, I’m not good with names.  Have we met before?

ROL: Well, I’m new.

HERTZLER: Oh, I get it.  (pause)  So, what’re you in for?  Standard medical workup?

ROL: Me?  No.  Actually, Doctor Sharp is holding me prisoner.

HERTZLER: Heh.  That’s Doctor Sharp for you.  You heard about the time she got sick of the captain ignoring her rest orders, and so she put him in an actual restraining field?  During a battle?

ROL: Ha!  No I haven’t.  But I wouldn’t put it past her!

HERTZLER: No kidding!  One thing about Commander Sharp: she’s got guts.

(Short pause.)

ROL: So… where you from?

HERTZLER: Me?  (sadly) I… it was…  It was one of the worlds in the Raeyan sector.  My… whole family was out there during the attack.

ROL: (sympathetic) I’m sorry.

HERTZLER: (putting on a brave face) Don’t be.  That’s one of the reasons I’m here.  No one can do what they did to Raeya and not pay for it.  And the Myriad is going to pay for it.

(A short but awkward silence.)

ROL: So, um… what’re you in Sickbay for?

HERTZLER: Oh, you know.  Standard radiation treatment.  I was down working on the transphasic chroniton torpedoes.  Trying to increase their yield a little bit more before we find one of their Blobs.

ROL: Wait.  You need radiation treatments to work near that thing?

HERTZLER: Well… really only if you’re getting down into the nitty-gritty with it.  But it’s worth it.  We’ve got it up now so that just four of these guys can destroy a class-six planet.  And I mean pulverize it.  Nothing left but dust.

ROL: Whoa.  That’s… that’s pretty impressive.  I hope it comes in handy for us during the battle.  (Pause) Lieutenant, have you ever… been in combat… with the Myriad?

(A long pause.)

HERTZLER: No. But I had a brother who was. Why?  Pre-battle jitters?

ROL: Something like that.

HERTZLER: Don’t worry.  The transchroniton torpedo is going to be more than enough to win this one.  Hell, we might even win the war.  (darkly)  Well, this one, at least.

ROL: Is there anything you can tell me about the Myriad?  Something I… didn’t hear in the standard briefing, maybe?

HERTZLER: Hm. (pause) Well, you know what they say about how their ships are really just four-dimensional rotational matrices, so that they can change size and dimension at will?  Standard understanding of the Myriad blob-ships, right?  The Borg have been telling us that’s how they work for years.

ROL: …Of course.

HERTZLER: Yeah, well, it isn’t true.  Well, at least, we in Engineering don’t think it is.  Not completely true, at any rate.  The outsides of the ships, yes: they’re just… big blobs.  They can change from a few meters long to the size of a small moon just like that (he snaps fingers on both his hands noisily).  They use that to make themselves big, mold themselves around a ship, telepathically attack its crew, and then eat the hull.  Everyone knows that. (excitedly) But we out here out here on the front line are starting to think there’s more to it than that.  We suspect that there’s also an interior to these ships, and what’s more, we think they’re fixed interiors.  They exist in three-dimensions, and so, even though they’re rotating through time and relative dimensions in space along with the exterior hull, they can’t change shape or size.

ROL: And… for the poor non-Engineer in this room… what difference does that make?

HERTZLER: Well, for one, it means that, most of the time, the Blobs are bigger on the inside than the outside, which is… pretty extraordinary.  More importantly, it means that, when they die, the outer skin dries onto the internal structure, and chemically bonds with all the matter it comes into contact with.

ROL: Well, that’s… very… amazing. (muttering to himself) And boring.

HERTZLER: You bet it’s amazing.  If we’re right, it finally explains why the one that crashed on New Victoria went straight through a kilometer of rock and turned into a whole new network of caves.  It was just dimensionally rebonding.  I suppose that makes the cavern where they found all the starships that were eaten some kind of… enormous stomach.

ROL: Wait… what did you say?

HERTZLER: You know, the New Victoria specimen.

ROL: Yes, but… Lieutenant, if you’re right, would it be possible that a starship in close contact with a Blob, that got hit and crashed at the right moment, could end up passing through solid rock during the crash?

HERTZLER: Well… maybe.  If it were hit by a huge explosive force, like… something on the order of a transphasic chroniton torpedo or two.  But the odds are a billion to one against.  (pause) This is a hypothetical question, isn’t it?

ROL: For today, yes.

HERTZLER: Then… maybe.  Given the right circumstances, yes, you could see a Federation ship stuck halfway into a mountain someday.  Only under the right circumstances, through.

ROL: Thanks.  That’s all I wanted to know. (pause) (quietly) So… what do you think of this alliance with the Borg?

HERTZLER : (snorts derisively) (quietly) I think the Borg know their thirteenth Rule: a deal is a deal is a deal…  until a better one comes along.  And if we manage to win this war… well, deal’s off.

ROL: Heh.  You got that right. Where’d you learn the Rules of Acquisition, though?  You’re human, aren’t you?

HERTZLER: Wow.  You are new.   Up here on the front line, we quote the Rules quite a bit.  You know, as a memorial. (sigh) What I wouldn’t give today to see another Ferengi. I used to think they were just trolls, and the only thing I gave them was contempt.  They were greedy, selfish, uncaring… trolls.  And, you know what?  I was right. (growing wistful) But, still… when they were gone… you suddenly realized how reassuring it was to have the Ferengi around.  I mean, you can’t seriously believe the galaxy is coming to an end when you’re still dealing with people whose sole concern in the universe is selling you a bulk order of tullaberry wine.  You know what I mean?

(Silence.)

ROL: Umm… what happened to the Ferengi?

HERTZLER: (Genuinely thrown by this question.) Are you kidding?

SHARP: Hello, Lieutenant.  I hope you weren’t speaking too much to our guest?

ROL: (very quietly, mostly mouthing) No!

HERTZLER: ‘Course not, Doc.  Wouldn’t want to disturb his rest.

SHARP: Hm.  Well, your radiation readings all check out.  Let me take you back to the lab where I can take a closer look at you.

HERTZLER: Whatever you say, Commander.

(Sharp wanders off.  Hertzler stands up.)

HERTZLER: Nice getting to know you, Mister…

ROL: Rol.  Alex Rol. And the pleasure was all mine.

(Hertzler leaves.  Rol, too stands up, and begins to cross sickbay towards the doctor’s office, where Lorhrok and Monty are working.)

ROL: Memo to self: easier to get information out of Starfleet than the Borg.

ORACLE: …formation is not available.  Database corruption—

LORHROK: Computer, deactivate A.I. voice circuits.

(The computer beeps in agreement.  The Oracle ceases speaking.)

ROL: Lorhrok.

LORHROK: (surprised) Spast! Shouldn’t come up behind me like that, Lieutenant.

ROL: Sorry, Lieutenant.  Can I have a word?

LORHROK: Sure.

ROL: Away from the Borg.

LORHROK: Oh. Over there, then.

(They head back to the main sickbay.)

LORHROK: What seems to be the trouble?

ROL: No trouble, Lieutenant.  I was wondering how much you’d learned.

LORHROK: Learned?

ROL: About our captors.

LORHROK: Captors?

ROL: …yes.  The people who won’t let us leave sickbay?

LORHROK: They’re… just doing their jobs, Lieutenant.  They have a directive about temporal interference.  So do we.

(A tense pause.)

LORHROK: Which, I take it, you’ve broken.

ROL: (surprised; mildly accusatory) You’re saying you didn’t?

LORHROK: I wasn’t planning for my first assignment as Chief Engineer to end in a court-martial, no.

ROL: You’re saying you’ve had access to the computer banks of a starship from the future, with experience fighting telepathic weapons, and you didn’t even look for a cure for the Wasting?

LORHROK: Experience fighting telepaths?

ROL: Telepathic weapons.  There’s an engineer who was just in here.  We had… a few words.  About the future.

LORHROK: So you lied to him.

ROL: Actually, no.  I’m not that good a liar.  It’s amazing how much people will assume about you if you just leave it to them to fill in the blanks.

LORHROK: Under most circumstances, "the person I’m talking to is not a time traveller" is a safe assumption.

ROL: The point is, I learned something that could help us.

LORHROK: The point is, you’re trying to change the timeline using knowledge from the future.

ROL: You know what happens to this ship.  It ends up crashed inside of a mountain on Valandria, and everyone dies.  How are we supposed to help these people if we don’t know more about how that happened?

LORHROK: (sarcastic) Funny.  I was getting the impression that you were only learning things that might help us.  So you were really just being altruistic?

ROL: All these people are going to die, Lieutenant.  Are you going to let them?

LORHROK: Lieutenant Rol, the Temporal Prime Directive isn’t just there to keep us from destroying our history by accident, from creating a galaxy where the Romulans have wiped out the Federation or Starfleet is at war with the Klingons all because some time meddler didn’t plan his changes well enough.  Those are horrifying possible futures, yes, and, yes, the laws against changing history are absolute partly in order to protect ourselves.  But it’s more than that.  It’s not your place to play God, whether you’re genetically engineering insane tyrants or terraforming the surface of a world in six minutes or changing the timeline to save peoples’ lives.  The Temporal Prime Directive protects not just ourselves and our way of life, but a history, past and future, that is bigger than any of us.

ROL: So your answer is yes.  You are going to let them die.

LORHROK: I’m…

ROL: Don’t bother, Mr. Lorhrok.  You’ve made your position quite clear.

LORHROK: It’s not my place to make these decisions!

ROL: So instead you’re letting a piece of paper with some words on it make your decisions for you.  Very brave, Lieutenant.

LORHROK: (starts out angry, calms quickly) I… I see your point, Mr. Rol. But I won’t alter the future or the past.  Not even to save lives.

ROL: Not even a lot of lives?

LORHROK: No.  There’s a point when you’re being flexible with the rules because you’re out on your own on the frontier, and then there’s a point where it’s just rationalization.

(Pause)

ROL: Fine.  But let’s at least save the people on the Oracle.

LORHROK: I thought I’d made it quite clear that—

ROL: You won’t change the timeline.  Fine. (pause) How about we… reinterpret it?

(A pause.)

LORHROK: I’m listening.

SCENE 104-05

LOCATION: U.S.S. EXCELSIOR: ENGINEERING

(Consoles are sparking, the warp core is reacting weakly, and Simon Westlake is trying to make repairs while Dr. Sharp scans him.)

WESTLAKE: (annoyed) Will you just stop waving that thing around my head?  I’m trying to put some of this ship back together before the shooting starts again!

SHARP: (soothingly, but not really paying attention to him) Isn’t going to be anymore shooting, Simon.

(He crosses over to a different console and keeps working.  Sharp follows closely.)

WESTLAKE: Well, I always say, it's better to be ready to fight and not have to, than not be ready to fight and get blown up.

SHARP: (still not really paying attention) I understand, Simon.  But right now this is more important.

WESTLAKE: (indignant) Will you stop talking to me like you don’t expect me to listen to what you’re saying?  I’m perfectly capable of having a civilized conversation with you, Doctor!

(She snaps her tricorder shut.)

SHARP: See, that’s just the thing, Simon.  You’re not.  At least, you’re not supposed to be.

WESTLAKE: Just what does that mean?

SHARP: I’ll be blunt: you suffer from Elarin’s Syndrome.  You always have.  That’s a degenerative neurological condition that is eventually going to kill you, and in the meantime makes it impossible for you to hold a normal conversation with anyone around you.  You’re only working in Engineering because Alecz thought it’d be nice to let you have some fun before we took you back home to your father, who’s worried about you.  Alecz thought he could keep an eye on you during what was going to be a very boring mission.

SHARP: Of course, that didn’t work out. Then the Wasting hits.  Takes out every single full human on the ship, save one: you.

WESTLAKE: What do you mean?

SHARP: What do you think?  Didn’t you notice that your fellow surviving engineers are all Andorians, Caitians, and Trigati?

WESTLAKE: (getting nervous) No… I didn’t.

SHARP: It’s been nearly six hours since this infection began.  More than eighty-five percent of the ship is unconscious.  And, other than you, Simon, the last full human collapsed at his station over five hours ago. I want to know why.

(Pause.)

WESTLAKE: Maybe it’s my… sunny disposition?

SHARP: (softening) Could be. But in case it’s something else, I’m taking you down to sickbay.  Maybe the laws of medicine can explain what the laws of probability can’t. And, if we’re very lucky, maybe we’ll have a treatment before anyone else dies.

(Silence.)

WESTLAKE: I hope you’re right, Doctor.  (wryly)  I’ll come peacefully.

SHARP: (smiling) Good.

SCENE 104-06

LOCATION: STARSHIP GRAVEYARD

(Dovan and Yubari are walking side-by-side. Dovan is studying his tricorder.)

YUBARI: (asking strictly for information; not complaining) How much longer?

DOVAN: Another kilometer and we’ll be at the entrance to the tunnel that leads down to the bottom of this cave system.  After that, I don’t know.

(He snaps the tricorder shut.)

DOVAN: Well, then.  Now might be a good time for you to explain it all to me, Lieutenant.

YUBARI: (annoyed) Explain what?

DOVAN: Your assignment on the Excelsior.  Why it is you weren't listed on the manifest.  What your real mission is.  You promised me an explanation earlier.

YUBARI: I… was on a special assignment for Captain Cortez.

DOVAN: Uh-huh.  Intelligence Division?

(Silence)

DOVAN: Of course.  You wouldn't be able to tell me.  I don't suppose your mission uncovered anything on Valandria that might come in handy right now?

YUBARI: My mission didn't involve Valandria.

DOVAN: So there was a mission.

YUBARI: I—Damn it. (exhales) Yes.  I was—

(There is a loud rumble.)

DOVAN: What the—?

NARRATOR: When they heard the sudden rumbling and creaking noises, the two Starfleet officers looked behind themselves.  Then they looked up. They were going around another destroyed starship, and, at the moment, they were passing by an old, upended warp nacelle that towered above them, a quarter-mile high. The darkened nacelle cap, which once spun with the energy of a dozen suns, today was unceremoniously buried in the rock many meters deep.  And so the nacelle stood on its own. At least, it had stood on its own. Lieutenant Commander Dovan couldn’t help but notice that it was currently—and quite definitely—toppling in the Away Team’s general direction.

DOVAN: Down!

YUBARI: Already am!

(The nacelle slams into the ground.)

DOVAN: Are you alright, Lieutenant?

(pause)

DOVAN: Yubari?

YUBARI: (gravely concerned) We need to keep moving.

(She draws her phaser and gets moving… very speedily. Dovan runs to catch up with her.)

DOVAN: Yubari—

(Disrupter fire.)

YUBARI: Down!

DOVAN: Already— (He trails off)

(The distinctive pulsing whine of the one surviving robot guard.)

DOVAN: It found us.

YUBARI: (dry) I thought that “stating the obvious” was only taught in the Counseling School.

DOVAN: Well, back to running, then.

YUBARI: No.  Not back to running.

DOVAN: (curious) Are you questioning me?

YUBARI: That nacelle.  It was a very convenient cave-in.  It sealed our only escape route.

DOVAN: You mean… that thing has us cornered.

YUBARI: Phasers.

DOVAN: I’m fresh out.

YUBARI: Then get behind me, Commander.

(Yubari and the robot exchange fire at intervals.)

YUBARI: Take that, you robot… thingamabob!

(They back into the wall with a clang.)

YUBARI: (frustrated) I can’t seem to hurt it!

DOVAN: Yeah, well… we just backed into that corner you mentioned.

(The robot’s blade starts spinning.)

DOVAN: Oh, and there’s the bone saw again.

YUBARI: Any more clever ideas, sir?

(Pause.)

DOVAN: I was thinking last words.

YUBARI: Don’t know the meaning of the phrase.  (pause)  We could rush it.  One of us might get past.

DOVAN: That was my second idea.  Count of four?

DOVAN: One—

BETRA-NA: (jumping down from above them) YAH!

(Betra-Na buries her sword in the robot, killing it.)

(She wrenches her sword out of the wrecked, sputtering hulk.)

BETRA-NA: That is why you should always carry a sword.

YUBARI: Premier Betra-Na.

DOVAN: I’m… happy to see you, Premier.  Thank you. We thought you were dead.

BETRA-NA: Dead?  No.  But you would have been had I not been around to rescue you.

DOVAN: We owe you a… debt of gratitude.

BETRA-NA: No.  Consider it repayment, in part, for what befell Rachel Cortez under my protection.

DOVAN: Even though I’m just a male?

BETRA-NA: Come.  Your objective and mine may be more closely tied than we have guessed.

Betra-Na start walking. Dovan and Yubari follow a step behind.)

YUBARI: (to Dovan) Stay alert.

DOVAN: And here I was about to say the same thing to you.  You did well there, Lieutenant.

YUBARI: Thank you.  Sir.

BETRA-NA: You brought a woman with you, Dovan.  I am pleased that you saw the wisdom in my advice.

DOVAN: Oh, yes.  Your words were at… the forefront of my mind. You’re going… where, exactly?

BETRA-NA: Some months ago, I placed a control platform for the orbital weapons down here, in the heart of the catacombs.  No other living person knows of its existence.  And when I get access to it, with Sorid-Gee still looking for me on the surface…

DOVAN: You’ll win the war.

BETRA-NA: Within hours.  Minutes, even.

DOVAN: This platform wouldn’t happen to be in the same room as the epicenter of all the telepathic activity we’ve picked up, would it?

BETRA-NA: We cannot be certain until we get there, Dovan. But I am beginning to expect that it will be.

DOVAN: Premier… these catacombs.  They’ve been here for a long time, haven’t they?

BETRA-NA: Eight thousand years, Dovan.  That is a long time where you come from, is it not?

DOVAN: Oh, definitely.  It’s just… these ships look a lot like the Excelsior.  And the Oracle, for that matter.

BETRA-NA: Yes, they do. It is one reason we have been so cautious about your Fed’ration.  The Oracle has been good to us, yes.  But these relics have been with us for a much longer time than that.  And they bring with them a much darker history.

DOVAN: How do you mean… darker?  They’ve been down here for millennia, yes, but your people are too scared to come near this place.

BETRA-NA: (sharply) And why do you think that is, Dovan?  Because there is something to be afraid of down here! Did you know that the Valandrin were once a peaceful people?  Eight thousand years ago, we called ourselves farmers and nomads.  It is said that, not only did we abstain from the flesh of our enemies, but we did not partake of any meat at all. In many ways, we were weak. But we were also without fear. And then came the Gods.

DOVAN: (dubious) The… Gods?

BETRA-NA: Do not take that tone about the Gods, Dovan.  They are listening.  Even now, They are speaking to me.  You would do well not to offend Them, for They do not forgive.

DOVAN: I… (avoids answering)  And the Gods built these caves?

BETRA-NA: No, Dovan.  The Gods lived in the caves when the caves flew through the sky.

DOVAN: The sky?

BETRA-NA: Yes.  Our legends say it looked like a great puddle in the sky—unable to hold one shape or size as it crashed towards the most fertile fields.  And when it did hit, it hit with such force that it did not stay on the ground, nor even make a hole—it simply passed through the bedrock, and did not stop for a long way.  When it did, here it was—all around us.  The Catacombs.  The Great Graveyard in which we walk even now.  After that, the Gods spoke.

DOVAN: What did they say?

BETRA-NA: Many things, but mainly of war and conquest and the defeat of one’s enemies.  They spoke all across the world—inside the very minds of our ancestors.

DOVAN: And you gave up your peaceful culture to follow the ways of your gods.

BETRA-NA: No.  Many would not listen.  And so the Gods prepared a Penance for us.  They searched all our world and found our greatest warrior—the leader who best modeled the qualities they sought.  Her name was Mara, mother of all. And then the Gods sent the Wasting upon us, and every Valandrian who did not belong to Mara or her House fell ill and died.  The Gods made her Queen of All Valandrin, and then went to sleep.  They promised that on the day of their return, there would be another Reckoning. Our Gods made us warriors: what we are, what we love to be.  But we do not love our Gods.

DOVAN: I understand. Then… when we appeared here, and your leaders recognized our ship design from these caves, you thought we were the Gods, returning from our long slumber to wreak destruction on your planet.

BETRA-NA: Sorid-Gee believed that.  And then, when you brought the Wasting to Astrin-Sa and to the people… there are still many moments that I believe that.

DOVAN: Frankly, you almost have me believing it.

YUBARI: Well, not me.  Could you hurry up?  We still don’t know if there are more of those robots around.

DOVAN: Fine, fine.  We’ll pick up the pace, Yubari.

(They hasten a little more.)

SCENE 104-07

LOCATION: U.S.S. ORACLE: CORRIDOR (OUTSIDE SICKBAY)

(Suddenly, the door opens, and Rol pokes his head out.)

ROL: Oh, thank God; security’s posted right outside the sickbay door.  Come quickly!  Doctor Sharp’s collapsed!

RANDOM CREWMEMBER #4: Go for help.  I’ll see what’s happened.

RANDOM CREWMEMBER #5: Aye, sir!

(The first guard follows Rol in while the other runs off for the lift.  The sickbay doors close behind.)

LOCATION: U.S.S. ORACLE: SICKBAY

RANDOM CREWMEMBER #4: Alright.  Where’s Doctor--?

(Pause.)

RANDOM CREWMEMBER #4: (confused/suspicious) What’s Monty doing on the ground?

FOUR OF SEVEN: (as contemptuously as the Borg can manage) It’s a trap, Ensignnnhhh…… (fades into unconsciousness)

RANDOM CREWMEMBER #4: I demand to know--!

LORHROK (interrupting): Sorry.  Too late.

(There is a hiss of a hypospray.)

RANDOM CREWMEMBER #4: Unnhhhh…

(He collapses.)

ROL: Ah, Starfleet Security Division… gullible in any time period.

LORHROK: That’s all of them.  Corridor clear?

ROL: Yes, but not for long.  The other guard was going to get aid.

LORHROK: Then let’s get moving.

(They quickly exit sickbay together.)

ROL: Jefferies Tube access is at the end of the corridor.

LORHROK: Actually, it’s right here.

(He pulls off a section of wall plating.)

ROL: Oh.  I bow to your engineering wisdom.

LORHROK: Just get in the tube, Rol.

ROL: Yes, sir.

LOCATION:  U.S.S. ORACLE: JEFFERIES TUBE

(They both climb in the tube.  Rol pulls the entrance closed.)

LORHROK: Okay.  Let’s go over this again.

ROL: First, I’d like to point out that the Oracle A.I. is now… ninety-four percent recompiled.  That only gives us about… six minutes before he finishes repairing himself and sends us back to our own time.

LORHROK: Six minutes?

ROL: Give or take.  We have to get going.

LORHROK: Agreed.

LOCATION: U.S.S. ORACLE: SICKBAY

(The door opens.  Several pairs of feet rush in.)

HERTZLER: (confused) Doctor? (concerned) Doctor Sharp! Hypospray!  I need a hypospray over here!

(One is handed to him, and he injects Sharp.)

SHARP: (regaining consciousness) Wha… what?

HERTZLER: What happened, Commander?

SHARP: (woozy) I was… and then… (suddenly lucent; with a groan) Captain’s gonna kill me.

(She taps her combadge.)

SHARP: Security alert!  All hands—

LOCATION: U.S.S. ORACLE: JEFFERIES TUBES

(Rol and Lorhrok are crawling through the tubes as quickly as they can, their leather shoes banging against the grating as they hustle.)

SHARP: —security alert!

Intruder alert sirens (see previous uses of this siren in 10105 and 10011-10012) go off.

ROL

That didn’t take long.  Now we really don’t have much time.

LORHROK

Hold on.  If Starfleet computers have changed as little as everything else has in the past twenty years, I might still be able to keep them from finding us.

He flips open an access panel and starts pulling out wires, moving isolinear chips… whatever.  Until otherwise noted, he’s working while talking.

ROL

Can I help?

LORHROK

Yes.  Go over the plan one more time for me.

ROL

You really don’t think much of my engineering skills, do you?

LORHROK

It’s not that, Lieutenant; it’s—well… yes, it is.

Anyhow, the plan.  From the top, if you don’t mind.  Starting with the temporal logic you worked out.

ROL

The top.  Really?

LORHROK

I don’t know.  Something… doesn’t feel quite right about it.

ROL: Fine. (clears his throat) We know that we can’t change the past. Therefore, we can’t save this ship, because history records that the U.S.S. Oracle crashes on Valandria somewhere around six centuries ago, and stays there at least until we find it twenty years ago. But history hasn’t yet recorded that we found any actual bodies with the Oracle wreck.  In fact, the crew of the Oracle was totally missing from the saucer section that we found.  At the time, we assumed that either something had happened to the bodies, or that they were all with the stardrive for some reason.  But now we’re here, in the future, a day or two before the battle accident that causes the crash.  And that gives us the opportunity to… reinterpret what we know. Specifically, we can make the leap that maybe, just maybe, there were no bodies in the saucer section because everyone left the Oracle right before it crashed, leaving the A.I. alone to go down with the ship that we found on Valandria.  From there, we can even speculate that we—you and I—are the ones responsible for there not being any bodies in the first place, because our actions here, in the future, caused them all to leave the ship right before it crashed.  So, now that we’re going to force everyone to leave the ship before it crashes, thereby saving everyone on the Oracle, we’re not changing history at all; we’re actually fulfilling what our past future selves have already done. (takes a breath) One bona fide predestination paradox, courtesy of Lieutenants Rol and Lorhrok.

LORHROK: Actually, when you get right down to it, it’s more of a post-destination paradox.  The Blinovitch limitation theorem and all.  (earnestly) Isn’t time travel exciting? Anyhow, go on.

ROL: I’m… sorry, that gave me a headache. (pause) Before I go on: you’re the engineer here, right?  So, if our plan works, then it will be because it was destined to work?  And if it fails, nothing is changed?

LORHROK: Theoretically, yes.  The Novikov self-consistency principle applies. I’m done here.  They won’t be able to find us now… or ever.

ROL: Unless they do a meter-by-meter search for fingerprints.

LORHROK: That would take days.

ROL: True.

LORHROK: And by then not only will we be long gone, but the Oracle will have crashed at the Battle of Valandria.  Moot point.

ROL: You’re that certain of your sabotage abilities?

LORHROK: These computer systems… they’re laid out almost exactly as they would be if I had designed them from the ground up.  It wasn’t hard to find my way around.

ROL: Hey, it’s the future.  Maybe you did design these systems.

LORHROK: Please, one mind-blowing time-loop at a time. Go on.  You were just about to explain how we’re going to get the Oracle crew off the ship right before it crashes.

(Lorhrok reaffixes the access panel to the wall and starts crawling again.  Rol follows.)

ROL: (irritably) You know, this is as much your plan as it is mine.

LORHROK: True, but I’m the Acting X.O. and you’re not, so I’m ordering you to explain the plan instead of me.

ROL: (exhales) Right. What we need to do is buy the Oracle some time, at exactly the right moment.  It has to be late enough in the crash that they have no choice but to abandon ship, but early enough that they still have a chance to escape without burning up in the atmosphere. I’m almost certain that the Oracle crashes when they try to fire one of those really big new torpedoes at the bad guys—the Myriad or whatever—so what we have to do is reprogram the chroniton core on one of the transphasic chroniton torpedoes to produce a time differential wavefront, which will slow down objective time aboard the crashing Oracle to allow everyone enough subjective time to escape the ship before it enters the atmosphere.

LORHROK: So, for the people on the ship, time outside slows down.  They can’t do anything more, because power is gone, but they can still get out before the crash.

ROL: Yeah, that sums it up.  Incidentally, two minutes to go.

LORHROK: That’s okay, Lieutenant.  We’re here.

(Lorhrok presses a control panel and a Jefferies hatch slides open.)

ROL: You figure out what was bothering you about our plan?

LORHROK: No.  I… can’t seem to figure it out.  It’s like one of those songs in your head where you can hear a few notes but you can’t remember anything else. (breaths) Well, the hour’s getting late; let’s get this done.  Link me into the main computer.

(Rol starts pressing buttons on a control panel.)

ROL: Right.

LORHROK: And I’ll pull up the cargo transporters…

ROL: Tied in.  Ready to start reprogramming.

LORHROK: I’m starting.

(He starts entering code.)

LORHROK: Wait.  I’ve got it.

ROL: What?

LORHROK: The thing that was bothering me. We forgot to think about what to do with the torpedo once time returns to normal speed.  We can’t just go and detonate it, can we?

ROL: That’s… that’s a problem, you’re right.  I… Hey, why don’t we just leave it inert?  The crash will already be unstoppable and the crew will have escaped.

LORHROK: Well, that would be a bit of a risk, don’t you think?  I mean, we’d be leaving the most powerful weapon the Federation has ever designed in any time period just sitting there inside a crash site in the past, where… …where anyone could find it.

ROL: Doesn’t seem very likely to me.

LORHROK: Unless that person were you.

ROL: I—well…

LORHROK: This was your plan all along, wasn’t it, Rol?  Give me the most confusing plan possible and, while I’m busy trying to work out the details of implementing it, you manage to sneak in and hide a future superweapon in the past where you can go find it and dig it up later!

ROL: You have to admit: it would further Federation interests quite a lot to be able to destroy class-six planets with four shots.

LORHROK: You lied to me!

ROL: I’ve been told that deceit is part of my distinctiveness.

LORHROK: The captain is going to hear about this.

(He goes back to pressing buttons on the computer screen.)

ROL: (suspiciously) What are you doing?

LORHROK: Now that I see what you were up to, I can also see a much simpler plan.  I’m just writing a quick little script so that, the moment the Oracle fires the torpedo that causes the crash, the transporters will beam the entire crew to other nearby starships while the ship crashes.

ROL: Doesn’t do our Federation much good.

LORHROK: (angrily) No, it doesn’t do much good for “our Federation.”  But it saves these peoples’ lives, and that’s what this is supposed to be about!

ROL: Well, hurry.  The A.I. is at ninety-nine percent.  You’ve got about ten seconds.

LORHROK: I just finished.

ROL: Oh.  Well, you’ve got time to spare then.

LORHROK: Good for me.

(A transporter effect)

ORACLE: Matrix recompilization at one hundred percent.  Database corruption nullified.  Returning subjects to native time zone.

SCENE 104-08

LOCATION: VALANDRIAN CATACOMBS – LOWEST LEVEL

(Yubari, Dovan, and Betra-Na are walking down a dark tunnel, Dovan is using his tricorder.)

(The tricorder starts to make strange sounds.)

BETRA-NA: Dovan?

DOVAN: My tricorder just gave out.  Interference, apparently.

(He closes the tricorder and puts it back in its holster.)

BETRA-NA: Then we are close.

DOVAN: From an optimist’s standpoint, yes.

YUBARI: I suppose this means that we’re going to the same place, after all.

BETRA-NA: It would seem so.  As I recall, it is just around……this corner.

DOVAN: Spooky blue light.

NARRATOR: Betra-Na switched off her torch as the motley party crossed the threshold into the room they had been seeking for hours.  Dovan realized after a moment that he was disappointed when the chamber wasn’t really all that big—a mere five by ten meters, a speck compared to the vast starship graveyard they had crossed earlier.  There was a freestanding computer station across from the entrance, and both it and the power conduit that ran along the ground beneath it were clearly recent Valandrian in design.  But this computer was not, as it turned out, the source of the crisp blue light that filled the chamber. Built into the wall on the far left was… a pillar.  Dovan could swear it was made of solid marble, except that the surface color was changing.  This pillar—incongruous enough with the surroundings simply by being there—was pulsing between a billion different shades of blue and green.  The slow, deliberate pattern drew Dovan’s eyes towards it.  And then…

LOCATION: U.S.S. TRANQUILITY: ENGINEERING (FLASHBACK)

(Warp core breach klaxon is sounding and the ship is still under heavy fire.)

COMPUTER: (simultaneous) Thirty seconds to warp core breach.  All hands, abandon ship.  All hands, abandon ship.

DOVAN: (simul.) You’re in worse shape, sir!  I’m getting you out of here first!

CENTAUR CREWMAN: No, Ensign! You take that beam-out! (cough) That’s an order!

(Dovan taps his combadge.)

DOVAN: Tranquility, lock onto my signal!

CENTAUR CREWMAN: Dovan, you and I both know--!

LOCATION: VALANDRIAN CATACOMBS – LOWEST LEVEL

DOVAN: Yubari, did you feel…?

YUBARI: I was… at Yukata-chan’s marriage. (pause) You too?

DOVAN: I was at the Battle of Betazed.  During the War.  (to Betra-Na; angry)  What the hell is that thing, Premier?

BETRA-NA: (surprised) As far as I know, it’s only a light source.

YUBARI: (firmly) No.

DOVAN: There was a mind at work there, too.  I felt it.  A malevolent mind.

YUBARI: (stiffly) I agree.

DOVAN: I’d lay two thousand darseks that that pillar’s the source of the Wasting, Premier.

BETRA-NA: Dovan, perhaps you have found a lead.  I myself felt… drawn… to this room when I chose the location for my secret weapons control backup.  I could not explain it, except that this is one of the few rooms not patrolled by the guardian automatons and that… I was attracted to it, somehow. However, I should like to win my civil war, and then we can turn to your theory.  This will only take a few sectons.

DOVAN: Hm.  Very well.

(Betra-Na activates the computer, powering it up.)

BETRA-NA: I am tying into the defense network.

(Some (Valandrian) computer noises.)

BETRA-NA: Uploading my personal override codes…

BETRA-NA: There.  The satellites are under my control once again.  I’m preparing to send my terms of surrender to all—

SORID-GEE: (interrupting) I would reconsider that decision, Premier.

DOVAN: Sorid-Gee! Where did you--?  Yubari, phaser--!

YUBARI: (interrupting) Already am, si-AGGH!

(Sorid-Gee strikes first, shooting Yubari with a Valandrian disruptor. Yubari falls to the ground.)

DOVAN: Yubari!  (Dovan runs to her and crouches at her side)  She’s unconscious.  You practically blew off her right arm!

SORID-GEE: Do not try to grab her gun—!

(Dovan grabs Yubari’s phaser from the ground.  He rolls out of the way as Sorid fires at him and hops to his feet before she can get another shot off.)

SORID-GEE: (coldly) Mm.  Well played, Dovan.

NARRATOR: The Bolian Starfleet officer was in better shape than he looked.  He had grabbed Yubari’s fallen phaser, dodged Sorid-Gee’s attack, and rolled to his feet before she had a chance to fire a second time.  Now the muzzle of his phaser was trained on the Valandrian general.  Sorid-Gee’s disruptor, however, was pointed at Premier Betra-Na, who was still standing at the control computer, seemingly oblivious to the activity behind her. Dovan realized targeting the Premier was a gambit on Sorid’s part.  She assumed that he wouldn’t shoot her because, if he did, she’d shoot the Premier, and the leaders of both factions would be killed. Dovan thought this was an awfully large leap of faith, given the low regard in which he held these people, but he seemed to have the advantage.  He decided to use it.

DOVAN: Sorid-Gee.  Pleasure to see you again.  Tell me: was there a reason for that attack, or did you just find out you hadn’t reached your Pointlessly Spilled Blood Quota for the day yet?

SORID-GEE: Premier.  Step away from that console.  Now.

BETRA-NA: (slowly, malevolently) As you request, General. (pause) Tell me, what happened to your guards?  And to that lovely Brigadier who follows you everywhere?

SORID-GEE: Dead.  Males are skilled at fighting one another, but they were no match for the flying machines we found guarding the lower levels of the catacombs. But I survived.  And now I’ve found you… unarmed… helpless.  Can you imagine a worse way to die, Premier?

BETRA-NA: I have no shortage of imagination, Oath-Traitor.  As you are about to see.

(The computer buzzes with a loud and heavy-sounding alert.)

SORID-GEE: (suspiciously) What have you done to the computer?

LOCATION: USS EXCELSIOR: BRIDGE

(Green alert, but some consoles are still sparking unhealthily.)

(There is a sensor alert.)

P’CHK’RO’TA: Aleczhander, I’m receiving new readings from Valandria.

LORHROK: And…?

P’CHK’RO’TA: The defense satellites are powering down.

LORHROK: (excited) What about the fighters?

P’CHK’RO’TA: For now, they look to be quite occupied with conducting their war.

LORHROK: Then let’s steal our horses while the barn door’s open.

P’CHK’RO’TA: Alecz?

LORHROK: All engines full, Mr. Ro’ta.  Take us in.

LOCATION: VALANDRIAN CATACOMBS – SAME CHAMBER AS PREVIOUS

BETRA-NA: All I’ve done is make this an honest negotiation.  Dovan has a bargaining token; you have a bargaining token.  Now I have a bargaining token.

SORID-GEE: No riddles.  What are you talking about?

BETRA-NA: The satellites have gone to a contingency mode.  In five metrons, this chamber and the area around it will explode… unless I, personally, countermand the order.

(Silence.)

DOVAN: So now the whole thing comes down to a game of Chicken.  Terrific.

SORID-GEE: This is not your concern, Lieutenant Commander Dovan.  Leave here and let us settle this in our own way.

BETRA-NA: “Our own way”?  You won’t even pretend to the Honor Combat any longer?

SORID-GEE: (angry hiss)

DOVAN: You will address me as Acting Captain Dovan, General.  (pause) Also, you’re under arrest.

BETRA-NA: (surprised) Really, Captain?  How, exactly, do you plan to accomplish that?

DOVAN: I don’t, actually.  It’s the principle of the thing.  Part of my script.  Given the chance, I’d much rather kill her.

BETRA-NA: I see. But of course, if you tried to kill her, she would only use her last breath to kill me.

DOVAN: You know, Premier, to be perfectly honest with you, I’m still weighing the pros and cons of that in my head.  And the main con here appears to be that if I do that without my ship in orbit, I die, too, when this place goes up. But if I wait five minutes, I die anyways.  It’s a bit of a dilemma.

BETRA-NA: (coldly) I see.

SORID-GEE: Captain Dovan, there is no reason for either of us to die here.  I can provide a means for you to contact your ship, and I can ensure that it is not fired upon as it approaches.  The two of us could escape using your teleportation devices.  Betra-Na could do nothing to stop us.

(pause)

DOVAN: …Go on.

SORID-GEE: With Betra-Na out of the way, the civil war would be a much simpler—much less bloody affair.  Without her leadership against me, I predict total victory within one week.

BETRA-NA: You underestimate the fortitude of the Royal Guard.

SORID-GEE: Acceptable.  (pause) Two weeks, then. (pause) Captain Dovan, I would be glad to meet your terms of non-aggression with the Fed’ration in exchange for being returned—without pomp or circumstance—to the leadership council of my revolution.  A very simple deal, really.  You and your female both live, I liberate my world, and your Fed’ration gets its scrap of paper… what do you call it?  Your treaty. (pause) What do you think, Acting Captain?  If you do not agree, we shall both die.

DOVAN: You’re saying that you would become the leader of Valandria, and, in so doing, you would drop your anti-Federation rhetoric?

SORID-GEE: I have no love for your people, Dovan, and I still consider you a threat.  There have been rumors that the Wasting is abroad again because of you.  (pause)  But, no.  We would not oppose your interests.

DOVAN: You would simply rule your own people as you see fit?

SORID-GEE: Yes.

BETRA-NA: Dovan, you cannot possibly--!

DOVAN: (interrupting) (intense) And my ship and crew would go free?

SORID-GEE: Yes!

DOVAN: Hmm…

(Long pause.)

DOVAN: You know, if it’s all the same to you, General, I’d rather just see to it that you die.

SORID-GEE: What? Is not this “treaty” of yours the very reason for your mission here?

DOVAN: Personally?  I was really hoping to get trading rights.

SORID-GEE: Trading rights?

DOVAN: Did either of you know that I am the one of the most highly decorated officers under the rank of Captain in the whole Starfleet?

SORID-GEE: If that were true, you would surely know by now that retreat is sometimes the wiser course.

BETRA-NA: Hm. On the contrary, Sorid: Dovan has been recognized because he knows the true meaning of valor.

DOVAN: Wrong, on both counts. The only thing I’ve learned from years of winning medals is that winning medals doesn’t mean a damn thing.  The only thing that matters is that your people stop dying.  And the only way to do that… is to kill the Jem’Hadar.

SORID-GEE: The what?

DOVAN: Look, it’s a metaphor! You’re a Jem’Hadar, Sorid-Gee.  You may not have the neck tubes or the diabolic forehead or the ketracel-white fixation—you may not even know what I’m talking about—but you kill people for no good reason, and that’s enough to qualify you.  I’m not going to let a person like that rule anywhere—even on a planet of savages!

SORID-GEE: But your life!  Your… your mission!

DOVAN: There’s only one planet in our quadrant where otherwise good and powerful governments used to prop up tyrants for their own self-interest.  They called it realpolitik, and it brought them to the brink of nuclear annihilation. Captain Cortez and her crew have been making a lot of decisions today about the value of life: when should we save it, when should we risk it, when should we lay ours down for others’.  She made her decision today when she put herself in the line of fire for her crew.  And I nearly went too far when I risked the whole crew for a few I couldn’t save.  I’m sure everyone else on the Excelsior has been making those same kinds of decisions for hours now, and not one of them has been simple. Except this one.  Taking you down at the cost of just my life?  Easiest decision I’ve had all day.

SORID-GEE: You… I will not surrender to an alien boy! You have shamed yourself by bringing him into the fight between us, Betra-Na!

BETRA-NA: As I recall this afternoon, Sorid, you, not I, were the one who started shooting at them.

(A second’s silence.)

SORID-GEE: Neither one of you will have the courage to do this.  You are cowards.

(Silence falls again.)

DOVAN: (To Betra-Na) We won’t have to, if we can find another way out of this.

BETRA-NA: (resignedly) I… wouldn’t count on that, Dovan. Two metrons to detonation.

(Pregnant pause.)

DOVAN: You know what?  To hell with stalemate!

BETRA-NA: No!

NARRATOR: Dovan fired at Sorid-Gee.  Sorid-Gee dove out of the way and fired at Betra-Na. Sorid-Gee’s shot hit.

BETRA-NA: Eyahhhh!

NARRATOR: Only Sorid-Gee and Alcar Dovan remained on their feet. Unfortunately, Sorid-Gee was faster.

(Another Valandrian disruptor shot.)

DOVAN: (triumphant) You missed! (puzzled) By… rather a lot.

(He fires at her, but the shot goes wide.)

SORID-GEE: Look down, Dovan.

NARRATOR: Dovan did so, and saw that he was standing on top of a power conduit.  At the exact spot where Sorid-Gee had fired, the conduit was glowing bright red.  Dovan realized that it was about to explode.

DOVAN: (deeply disappointed) Oh.

(The power conduit explodes.  Dovan is flung across the room.  There is a shell-shocked ringing in his ears, muffling the next event.)

SORID-GEE: And now, Premier Betra-Na,

I overcome Gods and prophecy to kill you by my own hand… and by your own sword.

DOVAN: (simul.) Unnnnhhh…

(The ringing fades.  The fallen Dovan rolls over and picks something up with a grunt. At the same time, Sorid-Gee draws and raises her sword.)

SORID-GEE: (in a loud, low voice) For Valandria!

(Dovan fires his phaser.)

SORID-GEE: Ahhh!

DOVAN: Not. So. Fast! (breaths deeply, slowly)

(Dovan taps his combadge and begins to cross the room.)

DOVAN: Dovan to Excelsior! (To Betra-Na) Premier, are you--?

(Dovan’s communicator starts spitting static.)

DOVAN: Dovan to Excelsior!

(Nothing happens)

DOVAN: Close comm channel. (To Betra-Na) Premier. Premier, can you hear me?

BETRA-NA: (moans)

DOVAN: Premier… you’ve been badly hurt.  But you have access codes.  I need those codes, or we’re both going to die. Premier.  Premier, can you…?

(No response.)

DOVAN: Dammit.  Premier!

NARRATOR: In his focus on reviving Premier Betra-Na and preventing the explosion that would kill all four of them, Lieutenant Commander Dovan failed to notice two critical things happening around him. First, the glowing pillar had suddenly turned alabaster-white, brightening the room considerably. Second, there was someone coming up behind him, wielding a large stone.  Someone who had no right at all to be conscious right now, and who, in a very real sense, wasn’t. He noticed her only at the last second, as she swung the rock directly at his head.

DOVAN: (caught off guard) Jehosa—OW!

(The rock makes contact with Dovan’s head.)

NARRATOR: Thanks to his quick weave, Dovan was not brained in a single hit.  Instead, the rock merely slammed into the side of his head, sending him to the ground alongside the unconscious Betra-Na. Landing flat on his back, Alcar looked up into his assailant’s face. (Pause.) And he saw Asuka Yubari.

DOVAN: Lieutenant... your eyes aren’t supposed to be green.  And they don’t usually crackle with energy, either. I—hey!  Put me down!

DOVAN: I take it you’re not Asuka Yubari, then.  (makes a choking noise as the grip tightens)

YUBARI-MYRIAD: The host body is pleasant… but not relevant.  You are going to die.

DOVAN: Happens… to the best of us!  (urk!)

(He has to struggle to get out the words.)

DOVAN: You’re… owner… of this vessel?

YUBARI-MYRIAD: We are.

DOVAN: W—why… doing this?

YUBARI-MYRIAD: Because we have waited eight thousand years to do it.

DOVAN: Bad… answer! (with great effort, he starts to knee her) Euunngh!

NARRATOR: And then, with a knee to the solar plexus, Commander Dovan knocked the wind out of his possessed companion.

YUBARI-MYRIAD: (wheezes horribly, as one normally does when the wind is knocked out of them)

DOVAN: You semi-corporeals… Always forget to watch out for the body you’re in. Okay, now I have a phaser and you have a rock.  So let’s talk.  I presume you’re the one behind all this?

YUBARI-MYRIAD: (pause; clipped) Yes.

DOVAN: Who are you?  What are you called?

YUBARI-MYRIAD: We are many things in many tongues.  We are the Many.  The Myriad.  The Numerous.  We are Legion… for we are the Many.

DOVAN: What are you doing here?

YUBARI-MYRIAD: We crashed.

DOVAN: Obviously.  What have you been doing since then?

YUBARI-MYRIAD: Manipulating events.

DOVAN: Why?

YUBARI-MYRIAD: For the war effort.

DOVAN: The future war.

YUBARI-MYRIAD: Yes.

DOVAN: The Valandrin used to to be vegetarians.  What did you do to them?

YUBARI-MYRIAD: We found their ancestors and whispered in their minds.  Taught them my ways.  Tested them.  Forged them.  Today, they are beautiful.

DOVAN: Interesting standard of beauty.  More Screwtape than Legion. (pause) Are you the Valandrian Gods?

YUBARI-MYRIAD: We whisper in their minds even today.  We destroy the weaklings, even today.  Does this make me a God?

DOVAN: What about these catacombs?

YUBARI-MYRIAD: Our former vessel, Skysplitter-Skywounder, crashed in the history with the many-accursed Starfleet prototype Oracle-Harbinger-Omen… but we crash so much nearer to the beginning of history than them.

DOVAN: I appreciate your honesty.  I am now most definitely going to destroy you.  Are you willing to tell me how to do that?

YUBARI-MYRIAD: We will die when this chamber explodes and destroys our Receptacle and this host body.

DOVAN: Aren’t you planning to escape?

YUBARI-MYRIAD: Our work is already complete.  The war will be won, and won decisively.  You are merely... dessert.

DOVAN: Ah.  I hope your death hurts, then.  (pause) Thousand darsek question: what is the Wasting?

YUBARI-MYRIAD: I am the Wasting.  We reach into your minds and tell them to be sick.  Your crew is sick.  Your crew is going to die.

(Eerie silence.)

DOVAN: (darkly) Last one: Why are you answering these questions so easily?

YUBARI-MYRIAD: To give us time to reach into your mind and tell it to be sick.

DOVAN: I… Oh, no.

NARRATOR: Dovan could feel a new and horrifying pain begin to creep towards his body from all the extremities, getting closer by the microsecond.  With his last moment, he spun to the right and leveled his phaser at the far wall. He left the back of his head vulnerable to Yubari’s big rock, he knew.  What’s more, the shining white pillar would be destroyed in a few more seconds anyway if he just waited for the self-destruct. But, somehow, it just felt didn’t feel right for anyone but him to blow the Receptacle to smithereens.

(Dovan fires at full power at the pillar, making it explode.)

DOVAN: (in pain) Ahh…  Ahh!   ARRRRRRRRRRRRRGH!

(Transported beam.)

LOCATION:  USS EXCELSIOR: TRANSPORTER ROOM

(The Transporter is having trouble rematerializing.)

LORHROK: I… I’m having trouble holding onto Yubari’s signal!

WESTLAKE: Is it the interference?

LORHROK: No, I’ve compensated for that.   Even though it looks like something really big just blew up down there. No, this is… Oh, no.  There’s a second neural pattern.

WESTLAKE: What?

LORHROK: There are two minds in her body!  We can’t put two minds in the same body!  I… I think I just killed someone!

WESTLAKE: There’s no time to worry about that, Alecz.  If we don’t restart the rematerialization process, we’ll lose the real Yubari and everyone else we’re trying to beam up.

LORHROK: I… I understand.  Removing the second signal.  Get a medical team down here.

(As Westlake starts talking into his combadge.  Lorhrok begins rematerialization again.  This time, it succeeds.)

WESTLAKE: Transporter Room to Sickbay! Priority medical emergency!

(The rematerialization finishes.)

LORHROK: Commander!

DOVAN: Mr. Lorhrok.  Well-timed.  A few moments sooner and it would have been an anti-climax.

LORHROK: Yes… but a few moments later and you’d’ve been dead.

DOVAN: I’m… going to collapse now.

(Dovan collapses.)

LORHROK: Sickbay; Transporter Room! Double that emergency!  I repeat: Two medical emergencies in the Transporter Room!

ROL: Bridge to Transporter Room.  Lieutenant, I note your transport was successful.  Permission to break orbit?

LORHROK: By all means, Lieutenant.  Get us out of here before those fighters come after us.

ROL: Gladly, Lieutenant.  Bridge out.

(Pause.)

WESTLAKE: Alecz, did you… was it just me, or were Lieutenant Yubari’s eyes glowing when she materialized?

LORHROK: You saw it too?  I thought it was a trick of the light.  Green, right?

WESTLAKE: Yeah.  And it faded away after a second.

LORHROK: Well, whatever it was, it’s—

(The transporter room doors open, admitting a medical team.)

SHARP: Get those people on stretchers.  Move!

LORHROK: The X.O. … I think he’s been infected.  By the Wasting.

SHARP: In that case... Nurse, I need twenty cc’s of the Simon Serum to keep Alcar stable!

ROJAN: Yes, ma’am!

SHARP: (to Lorhrok, aside) Thank you, Lieutenant.  We’ll take it from here.

WESTLAKE: Well… what now, Alecz?

LORHROK: You know?  One way or another… I think we’re done here. Let’s head back to Engineering and see where we stand.

(They exit the Transporter room.)

SCENE 104-09

LOCATION: U.S.S. EXCELSIOR: CORRIDOR

DOVAN: Acting Captain’s Log, Supplemental. It’s been one Valandrian day since Mr. Lorhrok’s timely rescue of the Away Team—that’s about seventeen hours, for you circadians out there. We’re preparing to get underway for our return home.  Whatever the source of the Wasting was, we definitely seem to have destroyed it—there have been no new infections since I blew up the glowing pillar in the catacombs.  Dr. Sharp has been successful in creating a treatment based on Simon Westlake’s unique brain chemistry.  The ones who were infected at the very end are already beginning to recover; this morning, a full twenty-five percent of the crew, including me, was conscious.  The Doctor is concerned that others, who were farther along in the infection, may still remain in comas for weeks—or, worst-case, for years—but, as long as the deaths have stopped, I’m willing to put off worrying about it until we’re back at a Starbase. Strange happenings on Valandria since our showdown.  Premier Betra-Na, both as legitimate ruler of Valandria as well as the person who wasn’t trying to kill us all day, has been given official custody of Sorid-Gee.  It was expected that Betra-Na would have her publicly executed in order to quell the rebellion, but—and here’s the strange part—when she contacted the rival clans to inform them of her victory, she found them already prepared to talk.  For some reason, all the fight has gone out of them.  I have my suspicions as to why, of course, but I’m not certain the Premier or her prisoner believed me when I told them about the beings that lived inside the glowing pillar and took control of Lieutenant Yubari.  For now, the Premier has chalked it up as a mystery, and ordered a planetwide day of rest and mourning before talks begin. Nonetheless… Somehow, I wouldn’t now be at all surprised to learn, five or ten years from now, that the Valandrin had all become vegetarians. End log.

(Footsteps catching up.)

LORHROK: Morning-after assessment, sir.

DOVAN: Mm.  What’s the damage?

LORHROK: Well, sir, when I saw the nacelles, I just about screamed.  Turns out someone tried to pull an L-4 with a Sovereign-class starship.

DOVAN: Don’t look at me.

LORHROK: (wry) I wasn’t. Bottom line, we can’t top Warp 4.  The trip back to the Gateway is going to take a few weeks.

DOVAN: Darn.  I was hoping we’d be back in time for the crew to have a Christmas shore leave.  They’ve certainly earned it.

LORHROK: ‘Fraid not, sir.  But we should make it by New Years’, if our repair estimates hold out.

DOVAN: New Year’s already?  It seems like twenty-three eighty-two just started. (sighs relaxedly)

LORHROK: Actually, sir, there is something else I’d like to bring to your attention.

DOVAN: Yes?

LORHROK: When we were in the future, aboard the Oracle… I had some… problems with Mr. Rol.

DOVAN: (sympathetic) Oh, no.  I hope he didn’t give you any of that ridiculous Temporal Prime Directive claptrap.

LORHROK: (taken aback) Not… exactly, sir.

DOVAN: Look, Lieutenant.  The plan the two of you came up with was terrific.  I don’t think I’d ever have thought of it, and it was a brilliant way to save lives while still respecting the Time Laws. But if you’re ever in a situation where you’re faced with a decision between regulations and lives, and you can’t come up with a perfect solution like that, you don’t let anybody push you into deciding against those lives.  Even someone twice your age like Rol.  And I’ll back you up every step of the way if some brass hat tries to court-martial you for breaking his silly little rulebook.  Regulation one fifty-seven slash three slash eighteen doesn’t trump our primary mission. You follow me?

LORHROK: I… see, sir.

DOVAN: As long as we’re on the topic… From what you told me about that future you visited… the Federation in a hopeless war, an alliance with the Borg, entire planets blown to smithereens one both sides… I sure hope it’s just an alternate future… just one possibility among many.

(Pause.)

LORHROK: I think, sir, that whether or not that timeline comes to pass will have a lot to do with what we’ve done here today.

DOVAN: And what we’re going to do from here on in.

LORHROK: Yes.

DOVAN: In other words… the rabbit hole goes a lot deeper than we thought.  And we’re going to have to go all the way down before the end.

LORHROK: That’s… how it seems to me, Commander.

(They stop walking.)

DOVAN: Well… I’m sure Captain Cortez will know what to do. You ready?

LORHROK: Oh, I’ve seen enough Valandrin for this week.  And I have a devil of a report to write anyways.

DOVAN: (sarcastic) Thanks a bundle, Lieutenant!

(Lorhrok starts walking.)

LORHROK: Anytime, sir!

DOVAN: (takes a breath to compose himself)

(Dovan enters transporter room 3.)

BETRA-NA: Commander Dovan.

DOVAN: Premier.  You seem to be recovering well.

BETRA-NA: Your doctors are… excellent practitioners of their art.  I hope they have been rewarded with many husbands.

DOVAN: (diplomatically) I… I’ll look into it.

(Pause.)

BETRA-NA: Dovan, I hope you understand why I can make no treaty with your people today.

DOVAN: (exhales sadly) I had hoped that you might change your mind.

BETRA-NA: (sadly) It is a new day for the Valandrian people.  By the Tribes, so much has happened in so little time!  The Oracle gone; the old order overturned; the Wasting come again, then vanished like a dream… It will be a long time before we remember who we are… or who we’re meant to be. But know this, Commander Dovan: we do not forget our heroes.  Come to us again someday, and we will see what there is to discuss of treaties.

(She turns away and steps onto the transporter pad.)

BETRA-NA: I am ready.

DOVAN: Best of luck, Madam Premier.

BETRA-NA: Incu resit tomara tollanna kaieeme. (pause) Don’t look so confused, Dovan.  It is the formal salutation owed to great leaders. (sympathetic) Of course, in our whole history, no male has ever heard it before.

DOVAN: I—

(Speechless silence)

DOVAN: Energize.

(The transporter captures Betra-Na in a column of blue light, and she is gone.)

(Pause. Then Dovan taps his combadge.)

DOVAN: Bridge!

ROL: Rol here, sir.

DOVAN: Lieutenant, lay in a course for Starbase.  Best speed.

ROL: Aye, sir.  (pause)  Course plotted.

DOVAN: (strongly) Go.

LOCATION: EXT. SPACE

(The Excelsior powers up its engines and jumps to warp.)

END CREDITS

SCENE 104-10

LOCATION: A NONDESCRIPT ROOM

(Incoming transmission alert.)

(GENERAL BRAHMS answers the summons with a press of the intercom.)

BRAHMS: Go ahead.

SECRETARY: General Brahms.  You have an incoming message, marked urgent.

BRAHMS: Who is it?

SECRETARY: From… Codename Syracuse, sir.  Recorded early this morning.

BRAHMS: (gravely) Syracuse… she’s early. Put it through to me.

SECRETARY: Yes, sir.

(Brahms’s screen lights up.)

CORTEZ: General.  (reassuring) Don’t worry; there’s no sign of infiltration aboard the Excelsior. (grave) It’s the scans, Isaac.  Yubari handed me the first batch this morning.  She had… no idea what they were.  I told her it was just a high-resolution mapping job, standard scouting procedure. But, of course, you and I know what those scans represent.  And it’s worse than we thought.  Much worse. There’s been a breach, General.  The Excelsior should be finished at Valandria by tomorrow, and, when we return, you have to be ready to take… drastic measures.  Our survival depends on it. I’ll talk to you soon.  In person.  Cortez out.

(Transmission end beep.)

BRAHMS: Operations!

SECRETARY: Operations here, General.

BRAHMS: Signal the dock crews.  The Renegade needs to be ready by morning.

SECRETARY: Right away, sir.  Are we going somewhere, sir?

BRAHMS: Yes.  We’re going to meet the Excelsior. Brahms out.

